
Methods to Transform Secondary
Social Studies Instruction



Methods to Transform Middle and High School
Social Studies Instruction



Special thanks to Dawn Lavond, teacher at S.C. Rogers Middle School, 
Moreland School District, San Jose, California, and to Cheryl Cook-Kallio, 
Social Studies Department Chair at Irvington High School, Fremont  
Unified School District, Fremont, California, for the use of their classrooms 
for photography.

Chief Executive Officer: Bert Bower

Chief Operating Officer: Amy Larson

Director of Product Development: Liz Russell

Managing Editor: Laura Alavosus

Project Editor: Ava Hayes

Production Manager: Lynn Sanchez

Design Manager: John F. Kelly

Graphic Designer: Victoria Philp

Photographer: Tim Stephenson

Contributing Writer: Sherry Owens

Illustrator: DJ Simison

Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
P.O. Box 50996

	 Palo Alto, CA 94303

Customer Service: 800-497-6138 
www.teachtci.com

Copyright © 2010 by Teachers’ Curriculum Institute.

No parts of this publication may be reproduced without written permission 
from the publisher. Printed in the United States of America.

ISBN 978-1-58371-113-2
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 -MLI- 15 14 13 12 11 10 09



Introduction	 2

Part 1	 The Elements of the TCI Approach	 9

Theory- and Research-Based Active Instruction	 10

Standards-Based Content	 18

Preview Assignment	 22

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

•	 Visual Discovery	 28

•	 Social Studies Skill Builder	 38

•	 Experiential Exercise	 46

•	 Writing for Understanding	 56

•	 Response Group	 66

•	 Problem Solving Groupwork	 76

Considerate Text	 86

Graphically Organized Reading Notes	 96

Processing Assignment	 102

Assessments to Inform Instruction	 118

Part 2	 Creating a Cooperative, Tolerant Classroom	 135

Part 3	 Using the Interactive Student Notebook	 161

Part 4	 Making the TCI Approach Your Own	 173

How to Adapt Lessons to Meet Your Students’ Needs	 174

How to Hone Your Use of the Multiple Intelligence  

Teaching Strategies	 182

How to Develop Curriculum Using the TCI Approach	 220

References	 	 248

Credits	 	 249

C o n t e n t s



2    Bring Learning Alive!

Teachers across the nation face the challenge of teaching a standards-based social 
studies curriculum. In some states, social studies has joined reading, writing, 
and math on the high-stakes standardized tests. Holding schools responsible for 
measuring student mastery of social studies concepts has focused welcome atten-
tion on the place of social students in the overall school curriculum. However, 
many teachers feel unprepared to teach this subject. In an effort to be sure they 
are covering all the material required by the standards, teachers may fall back on 
a straight textbook approach—read the chapter, answer the questions at the end—
unfortunately resulting in many students who find social studies boring.

Is the standards movement really at odds with engaging, dynamic instruction? 
At Teachers’ Curriculum Institute (TCI), we don’t believe this is an either-or 
proposition. Our years of classroom experience have shown that when social 
studies is taught through an active, student-centered approach, students do learn 
and remember important content. We have created a teaching approach that 
is mindful of the challenges of standards-based instruction, yet also genuinely 
excites students about social studies. We call it the TCI Approach, and it is the 
basis of the Bring Learning Alive! core program.

Introduction

“A child miseducated is a 
child lost.” 

—John F. Kennedy
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How did this approach come about? It started in the 1980s when, as a small group 
of middle and high school history teachers, we began experimenting with innova-
tive instructional methods that generated unprecedented excitement among our 
students. Weaving educational research and theory with the realities of classroom 
teaching, we developed the series of instructional practices that has come to be 
known as the TCI Approach. Through TCI, founded in 1989, we have shared our 
ideas in workshops and summer institutes, helping teachers nationwide revitalize 
their social studies programs at the grassroots level. We have also published our own 
curricular materials, both core and supplemental programs, in a line that continues 
to expand each year.

We are continually refining and improving our teaching methodology to create a 
better experience for the diverse students in our social studies classrooms. Social 
Studies Alive! Engaging Diverse Learners in the Elementary Classroom (2003) 
introduced our methods to K–5 teachers. This book, Bring Learning Alive! 
Methods to Transform Middle and High School Instruction, is a parallel introduc-
tion to our methods for social studies teachers at grades 6–12. Our purpose is 
to convey a clear picture of the instructional practices that characterize the TCI 
Approach and to provide some practical tools for implementing those practices. 
As you study this approach, you will be reminded that outstanding teaching truly 
supports standards-based instruction, and, even more important, excites students 
and fosters their love of learning.

Teachers revitalize their 
social studies programs 
with ideas they learn in TCI 
workshops and summer 
institutes.

“This approach revolution-
ized my attitude about 
teaching because it  
showed me how to  
incorporate the multiple  
intelligences into my daily 
teaching repertoire.”

—High School Teacher

 



4    Bring Learning Alive!

The TCI Approach consists of a series of instructional practices that allows stu-
dents of all abilities to experience key social studies concepts.

Theory- and Research-Based Active Instruction
Lessons and activities are based on five well-established theories:

	 Multiple Intelligences—According to Howard Gardner’s revolutionary 
	 theory, every student is intelligent—just not in the same way. Because 
everyone learns in a different way, the best activities tap more than one kind of 
intelligence. Gardner has described these seven intelligences: verbal-linguistic, 
logical-mathematical, visual-spatial, body-kinesthetic, musical-rhythmic,  
interpersonal, and intrapersonal.

	 Cooperative Interaction—Elizabeth Cohen’s research has led her to 
	 conclude that cooperative groupwork leads to learning gains and to higher 
student achievement. Cohen has found that if students are trained in cooperative 
behaviors, placed in mixed-ability groups, and assigned roles to complete during 
a multiple-ability task, they tend to interact more equally. This increased student 
interaction leads to more learning and greater content retention.

	 Spiral Curriculum—Educational theorist Jerome Bruner championed the 
	 idea of the spiral curriculum, in which students learn progressively more 
difficult concepts through a process of step-by-step discovery. With this approach, 
all students can learn once a teacher has shown them how to think and discover 
knowledge for themselves.

	 Understanding by Design—Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe believe that 
	 teaching for deep understanding requires planning backward—first deter-
mining the big ideas students are to learn and then working backward to identify 
methods to reach those goals and ways to assess the effectiveness of teaching.

	 Nonlinguistic Representation—Many psychologists believe that we think 
	 and remember better when we store information in both linguistic and  
nonlinguistic forms. Research by Robert Marzano and colleagues demonstrates 
that teaching with nonlinguistic activities such as graphic organizers, mental 
images, and movement helps to improve students’ understanding of content.

Standards-Based Content
Dynamic lessons build mastery of state and national social studies standards. 
Integrates hands-on active learning, achieving a consistent pattern of high quality 
social studies instruction while being mindful of standards.

Preview Assignment
A short, engaging assignment at the start of each lesson helps you preview key  
concepts and tap students’ prior knowledge and personal experience.

The TCI Approach
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Multiple Intelligences Teaching Strategies
Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies incorporate six types of activities:

	 Visual Discovery—Students view, touch, interpret, and bring to life 
	 compelling images, turning what is usually a passive, teacher-centered  
activity—lecturing—into a dynamic, participative experience.

	 Social Studies Skill Builder—This strategy turns the traditional, rote 
	 tasks usually associated with skill-based worksheets into more dynamic,  
interactive activities.

	 Experiential Exercise—These short, memorable activities make abstract 
	 ideas or remote events accessible and meaningful by tapping into  
intrapersonal and body-kinesthetic intelligences. 

	 Writing for Understanding—These activities give all learners, even those 
	 with lesser linguistic skills, something memorable to write about.

	 Response Groups—This strategy helps students grapple with the 
	 ambiguities of issues in social studies, recognize the complexity of  
historical events, and discuss the consequences of public policies.

	 Problem Solving Groupwork—This strategy teaches students the skills 
	 necessary to work together successfully in small groups, both in the  
classroom and later in life.

Considerate Text
Carefully structured reading materials enable students at all levels to understand 
what they read. Recognizes that a successful reading of expository text involves 
four stages: previewing the content, reading, taking notes, and processing the 
content or reviewing and applying what has been learned.

Graphically Organized Reading Notes
Comprehensive graphic organizers used to record key ideas, further help students 
obtain meaning from what they read. Graphic organizers help students see the 
underlying logic and interconnections among concepts by improving their  
comprehension and retention in the subject area.

Processing Assignment
An end-of-lesson processing assignment, involving multiple intelligences and 
higher-order thinking skills, challenges students to apply what they learned. 
Helps students synthesize and apply the information they have learned in a  
variety of creative ways.

Assessments to Inform Instruction
Carefully designed tests encourage students to use their various intelligences to 
demonstrate their understanding of key concepts while preparing them for  
standardized tests.
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Why Use the TCI Approach? 

Some of the teaching methods inherent in the TCI Approach will require that 
you make some or even many changes in the way you teach. Why should you 
risk change? Here are some of the reasons given by teachers who use the TCI 
Approach.

Teachers need innovative, practical alternatives to conventional social studies 
teaching.  Most teachers have discovered that conventional teaching reaches fewer 
and fewer students each year. They report that changes among their students—
increased ethnic and linguistic diversity, shortened attention spans, lack of 
parental involvement, time-consuming jobs, teen pregnancy, substance abuse, and 
negative peer pressure—are making it increasingly difficult to teach. They need ways 
to reach their students that are dynamic yet practical. The TCI Approach provides 
an effective alternative to the traditional, teacher-centered classroom.

Teachers need ways to help students see how the past is connected to the  
present.  Students forget much of what they learn in social studies classes 
because they have no way to apply that knowledge. Teachers need to teach that 
social studies concepts affect not only the past, but students’ lives today—ideas like 
the use and abuse of power, discrimination, democratic involvement, immigration, 
and human settlement of the land. A study of the power of the federal government 
to alleviate poverty during the Roosevelt administration is brought up to date by 
a look at the government’s efforts to help the homeless today. The importance of 
music in West African culture comes to life as students create their own music to 
communicate with other class members. An important goal is to help students 
become lifelong learners by constantly challenging them to apply their social  
studies knowledge to the world around them. 

Students are encouraged to 
become lifelong learners as 
teachers challenge them to 
apply their historical knowl-
edge to the world around 
them.
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Teachers need guidance on how to create a  
supportive learning environment.  Urging students 
to take risks, praising them for their attempts, and 
treating mistakes and “failures” as learning opportu-
nities can create a supportive learning environment. 
The result is more cooperative,  
tolerant behavior.

To use their critical thinking skills, students need 
to become active learners.  Students should learn 
social studies by involvement: leading, facilitat-
ing, acting, singing, discussing, drawing, making 
decisions, presenting, and critiquing. Active tasks 
require students to apply new knowledge as they 
solve a problem, analyze a situation, understand a 
perspective, or evaluate alternatives. This type of 
thinking involves higher-order intellectual skills.  

Students must be responsible for their own learning.  Challenging students to 
create a product (a graphic organizer for their reading notes, a matrix, a poem, a 
written dialogue, a visual metaphor, an illustrated spectrum) or a presentation  
(a PowerPoint display, a panel discussion, a dramatization, an oral report) allows 
them to take ownership of the learning process. This results in a high level of 
involvement and follow-through on class activities.

Students need more time to work together.  Rather than just having students 
work individually or sit collectively during a lecture, using strategies that depend 
on student interaction with peers teaches vital social skills and leads to learning 
gains.

Teachers who are sensitive to issues of multiculturalism need realistic ways to 
teach social studies from a variety of perspectives.  Teaching from a multicul-
tural perspective, and stressing that the differences among races, nations, and 
ethnic cultures are at least as profound and as durable as the similarities, helps 
students learn to appreciate and navigate those differences in their increasingly 
globalized world.

Teachers need to nurture their zest for teaching.  Most teachers enter the 
profession with a sense of purpose: to reach the unreachable student, to create a 
better future by educating the leaders of tomorrow, to prepare students for partici-
pation in a democratic society. The stressful reality of school life, however, dims 
many a teacher’s initial optimism. Teachers using the TCI Approach often report 
a renewed sense of idealism as they rediscover the mission and the enjoyment 
they first associated with teaching. They find they are reaching all their students, 
not just the “best,” and they report that this is the way they always wanted to 
teach—with a sense of purpose, passion, and fun.

“I love this approach. It  
not only has helped to 
motivate my students’ 
learning, but also has made 
me more reflective as a 
teacher.”

—Middle School Teacher
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What You Can Expect from This Book

This book is an instructional methods text that will give you a thorough under-
standing of how to implement the TCI Approach in your middle or high school 
social studies classroom. Part 1 further explores the eight features of the approach 
and describes the steps for using each of the six multiple intelligence teaching 
strategies. Part 2 explains the process for creating a cooperative, tolerant environ-
ment in your classroom—a key to your success with all other parts of the TCI 
Approach. Part 3 gives you tips on using the Interactive Student Notebook as an 
engaging way for students to organize information and ponder historical questions. 
Part 4 helps you hone your skills in using the TCI Approach, whether you have 
purchased TCI curricular materials or are designing your own units. Part 5 may be 
the most practical section of the book, with sample lessons that you can actually try 
in your classroom or that you can use as models for developing rich interactive and 
collaborative lessons of your own. The lessons in this section include examples of all 
six multiple intelligence teaching strategies.

Each part of the book takes into account the needs and perspectives of two groups 
of potential users: (1) those of you who are completely new to the TCI Approach 
and would like to learn more, either about using TCI’s published programs or about 
adapting the general approach to design powerful, multiple-intelligence  
lessons that support any curriculum, and (2) those of you who are already using 
TCI’s programs and want to strengthen your lesson presentations with creative 
ideas that get immediate classroom results. For both groups, the book is chock-full 
of practical instructional tips and strategies, supported by examples from published 
TCI activities. Whether you teach history, geography, civics, economics, or some 
combination of these, the TCI Approach will help you offer more active, meaningful 
instruction in an energized, revitalized classroom.

“You remember better. 
Usually, you just space out 
when you’re done reading 
and you don’t remember 
anything you read. The 
activities in this program 
give us an interactive feeling 
about social studies and we 
have fun learning.”

—Middle School Student
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P A R T

1The Elements of the 
TCI Approach
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Theory- and Research-Based Active 
Instruction

The TCI Approach was developed by teachers who sought to combine what they 
had learned from classroom experience with the accepted wisdom of educa­
tional theory and research. From years of working with students, these teachers 
observed that when kids are active, they stay focused, are more motivated, and 
learn better. Thus, “active learning” was an essential ingredient of their emerging 
approach. To this foundation, they added ideas drawn from Howard Gardner’s 
theory of multiple intelligences, Elizabeth Cohen’s research on cooperative group­
work, Jerome Bruner’s spiral curriculum, Grant Wiggins’ and Jay McTighe’s 
understanding by design, and Robert Marzano’s nonlinguistic representation. 
Educational theory, then, contributed the five key premises behind the TCI 
Approach: (1) students learn best through multiple intelligences, (2) cooperative 
interaction increases learning (3) all students can learn via the spiral curriculum, 
(4) students benefit from having explicit learning goals, and (5) learning is opti­
mized when linguistic and nonlinguistic experiences are valued equally.
  
The Theory of Multiple Intelligences

The typical classroom contains a broad range of abilities. In an eighth-grade  
U.S. history class, Stacy reads at the eleventh-grade level, while Stephen struggles  
with a fifth-grade book; Tricia turns out essays acceptable to a high school  

Yes! They are highly diverse, 
but according to the theory 
of multiple intelligences, 
every student is intelligent—
just not in the same way.
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teacher, while Shirley still writes at a sixth-grade level; Juan is a skilled orator, 
while Dominga hardly says a word. Many middle and high school educators have 
confronted this challenge by placing students in leveled ability groups—as early 
as seventh grade. However, this type of academic tracking poses a fundamental 
dilemma. A crucial goal of social studies education is to prepare students for 
effective participation in a pluralistic society, yet policies that separate students 
from one another according to academic ability also tend to separate them by 
social class, race, and language. 

Academic segregation sends students a clear message: equal participation and 
cooperation by diverse groups in society is possible in theory only. Psychologists 
and learning theorists, however, have proposed an alternative concept of intelli­
gence that abandons the outdated practice of academic tracking.

Howard Gardner, a neuropsychologist at Harvard University, argues that we must 
develop a new way of looking at human intelligence: 

“In my view, if we are to encompass adequately the realm of human cogni­
tion, it is necessary to include a far wider and more universal set of competen­
cies than has ordinarily been considered. And it is necessary to remain open 
to the possibility that many—if not most—of these competencies do not lend 
themselves to measurement by standard verbal methods, which rely heavily  
on a blend of logical and linguistic abilities. With such considerations in 
mind, I have formulated a definition of what I call an ‘intelligence.’ An intel­
ligence is the ability to solve problems, or to create products, that are valued 
within one or more cultural settings.” (Gardner 1993, p. x)

“With the three premises 
built into all the lessons 
and activities, what was 
once a dusty, dry area of 
learning for most teachers 
and students is now fresh, 
exciting, and engaging.”

— Middle School Teacher

Actively involved students 
are motivated students. 
Here, they step into his-
tory as they study Manifest 
Destiny though a painting.
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Gardner relies on neurological research to argue that the human mind has at least 
seven relatively autonomous human intellectual competencies, each with its own 
distinctive mode of thinking, to approach problems and create products. (Gardner 
has more recently identified an eighth intelligence, and is investigating at least one 
other.) The TCI Approach taps into the following seven intelligences as described 
by Gardner:

•	 Linguistic intelligence is responsible for the production of language and all 
the complex possibilities that follow, including poetry, humor, storytelling, 
grammar, metaphors, similes, abstract reasoning, symbolic thinking, impromptu 
speaking, oral debate, conceptual patterning, and all genres of the written word. 
Linguistic intelligence is awakened by the spoken word; by reading someone’s 
ideas or poetry; by writing one’s own ideas, thoughts, or poetry; and by listen­
ing to a speech, lecture, or group discussion.

•	 Logical-mathematical intelligence is most often associated with what is 
called scientific thinking or deductive reasoning: the ability to observe and 
understand details as part of a general pattern. Inductive thought processes are 

“I don’t like to just sit in  
my seat all day. I do  
better when my teacher  
lets us move around and 
act things out. Those are 
the things I remember.”

— Middle School Student

Students use an array  
of intelligences to create  
a human monument  
commemorating life in  
the Byzantine Empire after 
the fall of Rome.
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also involved, such as the ability to make objective observations, and, from 
the observed data, to draw conclusions, to make judgments, and to formulate 
hypotheses. Logical-mathematical intelligence involves the capacity to recog­
nize patterns, to work with abstract symbols, and to discern relationships and 
see connections.

•	 Visual-spatial intelligence deals with such things as the visual arts (including 
painting, drawing, and sculpting), navigation, mapmaking, and architecture,  
all of which involve physical awareness and the use of space. Games such as 
chess and marbles, which require the ability to visualize objects from different 
perspectives and angles, are also included. The key sensory base of this intel­
ligence is the sense of sight, but the ability to form images and pictures in the 
mind is also involved.  

•	 Body-kinesthetic intelligence is the ability to use the body to express emo­
tion (as in dance and body language), to play a game (as in sports), or to create 
a new product (an invention). Learning by doing has long been recognized as 
an important part of education. Our bodies know things our minds don’t and 
can’t know in any other way. Actors, clowns, and mimes demonstrate the  
endless possibilities for using the body to know, understand, and communicate 
in ways that touch the human spirit.

Let Your Students “Feel” 
Concepts 

Few techniques are more 
powerful for connecting 
students with important 
concepts than creating 
opportunities for them to 
step into the shoes of  
relevant figures and react 
to the issues, passions, 
and events affecting them. 

Musical and intrapersonal 
intelligences come into play 
as these students learn 
about four forms of govern-
ment—monarchy, oligarchy, 
tyranny, and democracy—
by trying different ways 
of choosing music to play 
for the class. Here, a mon-
arch makes the decision. 
Students note their feelings, 
and later link this experience 
to the rise of democracy in 
ancient Greece.
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•	 Musical-rhythmic intelligence includes the recognition and use of rhythmic 
and tonal patterns, as well as sensitivity to sounds in the environment, the 
human voice, and musical instruments. Of all forms of intelligence identified 
thus far, musical-rhythmic intelligence has the greatest “consciousness alter­
ing” effect on the brain. Music calms you when you are stressed, stimulates you 
when you are bored, and helps you attain a steady rhythm during such acts as 
typing and exercising. It has been used to inspire religious beliefs, to intensify 
national loyalties, and to express great loss or profound joy.

•	 Interpersonal intelligence involves the ability to work cooperatively in a 
group and the ability to communicate, verbally and nonverbally. It builds on  
the capacity to notice contrasts in moods, temperament, motivations, and 
intentions among other people. Those with highly developed interpersonal 
intelligence can have genuine empathy for another’s feelings, fears, anticipa­
tions, and beliefs. Counselors, teachers, therapists, politicians, salespeople, and 
religious leaders usually have strong interpersonal intelligence.

•	 Intrapersonal intelligence involves knowledge of internal aspects of the self 
such as feelings, the range of emotional responses, thinking processes, self-
reflection, and a sense of (or intuition about) spiritual realities. Intrapersonal 
intelligence allows you to be conscious of your consciousness. Self-image and 
the ability to transcend the self are part of the functioning of intrapersonal 
intelligence.

Cognitive Pluralism: 
More than Buzzwords

Every social studies objec-
tive should be taught 
through as many of the 
intelligences as possible. 
This allows for more equi-
table learning by giving all 
students access to ideas.

Cooperative groupwork  
promotes student achieve-
ment and productivity. The 
more students interact with 
each other, the more they 
will learn and remember.
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Cooperative Interaction

The second theoretical premise behind the TCI Approach is easily stated: 
Cooperative interaction leads to learning gains. Researchers report that coopera­
tive groupwork promotes higher student achievement and productivity than either 
competitive or individualist teaching methods; the more opportunities students 
have to interact—by discussing a controversial topic, preparing one another for a 
quiz, conducting peer interviews—the more they will learn and remember.

However, sociologists have discovered when students perform a collective task, 
some are more influential than others. Elizabeth Cohen (1986) has found that 
students expect certain performances from one another. Students prejudge what 
their peers will be able to contribute on the basis of perceived academic ability 
and peer status. As a group, they believe some students are “low status” and  
others are “high status.” When high-status and low-status students work together, 
a self-fulfilling prophecy results: perceived high-status students tend to interpret 
most of the questions, talk more, and have their opinions accepted more often 
than do students perceived as low-status. This inequality results in a learning 
disparity: high-status students, because they interact more, learn more; low-status 
students, because their interaction is severely limited, learn less.

Virtually every teacher faces the problem of status inequality. Researchers have 
shown that such inequality exists in every classroom, no matter how homoge­
neous a classroom may appear (Berger, Rosenholtz, and Zelditch 1980). Unless we 
acknowledge this problem and deal with it frankly, our efforts to increase student 
interaction may ultimately backfire if high-status students reap all the benefits.

Fortunately, research has uncovered practical ways to combat the problem. Cohen 
has found that when teachers use heterogeneous groups and learn how to change 
expectations for competence, the low-status students participate more and  
high-status students no longer dominate. Cohen’s work has focused exclusively  
on students working in groups of four or five; the classroom implications of her  
studies are explored in greater detail in the later discussion of the strategy 
“Problem Solving Groupwork” (p. 76). 

Many of the techniques that Cohen has found effective with small groups can  
be used with larger groups and paired instruction as well.  By implementing these 
ideas in combination with Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, 
you can create cooperative interaction. All students in the heterogeneous class­
room become convinced that they possess skills that are valued. With the TCI 
Approach, your activities combat the problem of status inequality by tapping into 
the multiple intelligences, enabling you to create cooperative interaction that leads 
to learning gains for all students.

“Groupwork is an  
effective technique for 
achieving certain kinds  
of intellectual and social 
learning goals. It is a  
superior technique for  
conceptual learning, for 
creative problem solving, 
and for increasing oral  
language proficiency.” 

— Elizabeth Cohen,
Professor of Education,  

Stanford University

“Theory. Theory. Theory. 
Teachers always hear  
theories. But the beauty  
of this approach is that  
finally, theory is put into 
practice. This changes  
what happens in the  
classroom.”

— High School Teacher
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The Spiral Curriculum in Action

The third theoretical premise behind the TCI Approach is the idea of the spiral 
curriculum, championed by educational theorist Jerome Bruner in his landmark 
book The Process of Education (1960). Underlying this theory is the belief that all 
students can learn if a teacher shows them how to think and discover knowledge 
for themselves. “The quest,” according to Bruner, “is to devise materials that will 
challenge the superior student while not destroying the confidence and will-to-
learn of those who are less fortunate.” The concept of the spiral curriculum can be 
applied to individual activities as well as to entire lessons and units.

The idea is to structure lessons carefully to lead students through a step-by-step 
process of discovery. Students should first explore an event, idea, or personality  
by using elemental cognitive skills—observation, description, identification, 
recall—and then spiral to ever-higher levels of cognition such as interpretation, 
application, and synthesis. This gives all students the cognitive building blocks 
they need to reach higher-order thinking.

By leading students through this process of discovery, you ensure that students 
from a variety of academic levels will have the conceptual information they need to 
answer complex questions. In Bring Learning Alive! each lesson is designed with the 
spiral curriculum in mind, carefully orchestrating activities that allow students to 
move from the simple to the complex and challenge them to use higher-order think­
ing skills. This approach is highly effective in the heterogeneous classroom and leads 
all students to a greater understanding and appreciation of social studies.

By carefully spiraling your 
questions from the basic to 
the complex, you can give 
your students the building 
blocks they need to use  
higher-order thinking skills 
to derive meaning from 
political cartoons.
•	 What do you see here?
•	 Who is the man on the 

gangplank?
•	 Who are the men on the 

dock?
•	 What are they trying to  

tell the immigrant? Why?
•	 Why might Americans 

have negative feelings 
toward foreigners?

•	 What do the shadows  
represent?

•	 What irony does the  
cartoon depict?

Benjamin Bloom’s 
Taxonomy: A Guide 
for Creating Questions 

Knowledge  The ability 
to recall specifics, univer-
sals, methods, processes, 
and patterns  
Comprehension  The 
ability to translate, inter-
pret, and extrapolate  
Application  The ability 
to use abstractions in 
concrete situations 
Analysis  The ability to 
analyze elements, rela-
tionships, and organiza-
tion principles  
Synthesis  The ability to 
put together elements 
and parts to form a 
whole 
Evaluation  The ability to 
make judgments about 
the value of ideas, works,  
solutions, and methods
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Understanding by Design

Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe supply the fourth theoretical component of the 
TCI Approach: the use of a Big Idea or Essential Question to focus students on an 
explicit goal. Wiggins and McTighe (Understanding by Design, 2005) believe that 
teaching for deep understanding requires planning backward—first determining 
the big ideas that students are to learn and then working backward to identify 
methods to reach those goals and ways to assess the effectiveness of teaching. 
Planning backward is a three-stage process, according to Wiggins and McTighe.  
Stage 1, the Desired Results, involves determining what we want students to 
understand and then turning those understandings into questions. These Essential  
Questions establish a broader perspective for what students are to learn and be 
able to do with their learning. Stage 2, the Assessment Evidence, in effect, asks, 
“If this is what we want students to understand, how will we know that they’ve 
grasped it?” This phase deals with figuring out a variety of ways to collect  
evidence of student understanding—both informal and formal types of assess­
ment. Stage 3, the Learning Plan, identifies the learning activities and instruction 
to help students reach the stated goals. An effective Learning Plan answers the 
questions, “How will the design

•	 help the students know where the unit is going and what is expected? 
•	 help the teacher know where the students are coming from (prior knowledge, 

interests)?
•	 hook all students, and hold their interest?
•	 equip students, help them experience the key ideas and explore the issues?
•	 provide opportunities to rethink and revise their understandings and work?
•	 allow students to evaluate their work and its implications?
•	 be tailored (personalized) to different needs, interests, and abilities ?
•	 maximize initial and sustained engagement as well as effective learning?

Nonlinguistic Representation

Finally, the TCI Approach incorporates the premise that we think and remem­
ber better when we store information in both linguistic and nonlinguistic forms. 
Research by Robert Marzano and his colleagues demonstrates that teaching with 
nonlinguistic activities such as graphic organizers mental images, and movement 
helps to improve students’ understanding and retention of content. 

Teaching with nonlinguistic representation helps all students to learn and is an 
integral part of Bring Learning Alive! This approach also fits nicely with Gardner’s 
theory of multiple intelligences. Graphic organizers both in the Student Editions 
and in the Reading Notes of Bring Learning Alive! are especially helpful to visual-
spatial learners. Activities that involve movement, such as human bar graphs, 
provide memorable experiences for all, and particularly for those who excel in 
body-kinesthetic intelligence. 
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Introduction

The advent of the standards-based curriculum in social studies has been a 
mixed blessing. Too often, the emphasis is on coverage over depth, expedience 
over exploration, memorization over real understanding. Ultimately, this is 
proving shortsighted. Students are increasingly turned off to social studies,  
and many develop an actively dislike for these subjects. In such an environ­
ment, student performance on standards-based tests is sure to plummet. That’s  
why educators need to find an approach that is mindful of standards but still  
supports hands-on, active learning, to keep students excited about social  
studies. This is the goal of the TCI Approach.

How Does the TCI Approach Address State  
and National Standards?

Given that standards-based reform has been driving efforts to improve student 
achievement across the curriculum, any instructional approach must revolve 
around the content standards and curriculum frameworks that are being  
formulated at the district, state, and national levels. All of TCI’s published  
programs are designed to meet the standards of the National Council for the 

Standards-Based Content

Teachers report consistent 
positive results on  
standardized test scores  
after implementing the  
TCI Approach.
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Social Studies, as well as most state standards for history and the social sciences. 
On the TCI Web site (www.historyalive.com), you will find state correlations 
linked to each individual program. Whether you use TCI’s published curricular 
programs or create your own lessons based on the TCI Approach, addressing the 
standards is fundamental; any use of this methodology falls short unless it also 
targets the essential content for which students are accountable. 

Aligning classroom instruction with academic content standards is working for 
states with high-stakes testing of social studies standards. Thousands of teachers 
who have been trained in the TCI Approach have achieved impressive learning 
gains in both social studies and language arts test scores—and not by “teach­
ing the test.” Rather, these teachers were helping students re-create 18th-century 
debates, write journals from a mid-19th-century slave’s perspective, and reenact 
the grueling working conditions that resulted from early 20th-century industri­
alization. As a result, social studies supervisors and key teachers noted a renewed 
enthusiasm and professionalism among their colleagues, and an increase in their 
students’ engagement and enjoyment of history. And these findings are key to the 
success of the TCI Approach.

In TCI training workshops, 
teachers are energized as 
they learn how to teach 
social studies standards 
through sound instructional 
practices. Enthusiastic 
teachers plus engaged 
students equals classroom 
success.

“[This TCI program] has 
completely energized my 
teachers. The revolution-
ary approach to teaching 
encouraged them to work 
in concert with each other 
as opposed to the tradi-
tional isolation that  
teachers experience.”

— Middle School Principal
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Aligning content to state and national standards is only one part of boosting 
test scores. TCI has discovered another factor that contributes to the mastery of 
important standards: a consistent pattern of high-quality social studies instruction 
that is implemented at every grade level.

TCI’s published curricula achieve this, offering school districts the nation’s first 
fully articulated, methodological scope and sequence. That is to say, teachers using 
TCI materials employ the same teaching strategies, adapted to be developmentally 
appropriate at each grade level, from students’ first experience with social studies 
in kindergarten through their high school courses. 

Districts that have implemented TCI programs across all grade levels are see­
ing great results. Their students enjoy the experience of learning social studies in 
ways that are both engaging and memorable. They are getting, even before middle 
school, foundational concepts in the four main strands of social studies— history, 
geography, civics, and economics—so that they are well prepared for in-depth 
studies in middle and high school.
 
The benefits of this comprehensive approach are many: better coordination 
between lower-elementary, upper-elementary, middle school, and high school  

In an environment of high-
stakes testing, turning stan-
dards into quality instruc-
tion is crucial.
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programs; less pointless reteaching of the same content, yet positive redundancy 
of key concepts, which leads to increased retention and application of ideas; and 
more efficient use of time, as students move from grade to grade both better pre­
pared and already organized to learn.

The ultimate goal of the TCI Approach, then, goes far beyond raising standard­
ized test scores. Our mission is to engage all learners in the diverse classroom so 
that social studies becomes one of their favorite subjects. In this way, students will 
not only perform better academically, but will also become lifelong learners. In 
the world our students will soon inherit, no outcome could be more vital. 

In the coming sections, you’ll learn precisely how the elements of this dynamic 
approach work in concert to create learning experiences for students that are  
relevant, engaging, and memorable.

“I love what [TCI] has  
done for my students’ 
achievements. Specifically, 
our group of ESL students 
raised its score an  
incredible 30% with the  
use of the TCI program.
That is a major WOW!”

— Middle School Teacher
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Introduction

With the TCI Approach, lessons begin with a Preview assignment, a short,  
engaging task that foreshadows upcoming content. Some Preview assignments 
challenge students to predict what a lesson will be about; others draw a parallel 
between key social studies concepts and students’ lives. The goal is to spark  
interest, activate prior knowledge, tap a wide range of intelligences, and prepare 
students to tackle new concepts. 

Students generally complete Preview assignments in their Interactive Student 
Notebooks, which you will continue to learn about in other sections of this 
book. In brief, the Interactive Student Notebook is a powerful classroom tool 
for organizing student learning. Students use it throughout a lesson, from the 
Preview assignment, to the graphically organized Reading Notes, to the final 
Processing assignment. Turning to the Preview assignment at the beginning 
of each lesson serves as a reminder to students that for this work, they will be 
using their multiple intelligences and critical thinking skills to organize infor­
mation in new and engaging ways.

Preview Assignment

Preview activities are 
quick and simple. Students 
record responses to short, 
engaging assignments in 
their Interactive Student 
Notebooks.
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Examples of Preview Assignments

There is no single formula for a good Preview assignment. The TCI 
Approach encourages a wide variety of paths into a lesson. Here is a 
sampling of preview assignments.

Analogies  Students can respond to prompts that encourage them to 
explore a situation in their lives that is analogous to a circumstance or 
event they will be studying.

Examples
•	 Before students learn about ancient Egypt’s social pyramid, have them 

draw a “social pyramid” for their school, arranging several individu­
als and groups on their pyramid, including the principal, teachers, 
and student council. Ask several students to share their drawings. 
Afterward, explain to students that just as their school has a specific 
hierarchy, so did the society of ancient Egypt. 

•	 Before a lesson on issues that led to the Civil War, students write 
responses to this prompt: In what ways were the conflicts between the 
North and the South like a rivalry between siblings? Conduct a class discussion 
as several students share their responses. Afterward, explain to students that 
the tensions between the North and South were in many ways like the tensions 
in a rocky relationship, and that they will be learning about the differences 
between the North and the South that created these tensions.

Reviewing for Previewing  Students recall the key points of a previous unit or 
lesson to make predictions about or connections to the topic they will be studying.

Examples
•	 Before students learn about the form and function of a mosque, project images 

of the architecture of a Gothic cathedral (from a previously studied unit). Have 
students recall the names and functions of the parts of a cathedral. After 
reviewing the images, explain that students will now be studying the form and 
function of a mosque, another place of worship, and that they will look for 
similarities and differences between the two types of buildings. 

•	 Before students read excerpts from Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense, 
have them write a one-paragraph response to this prompt: Given what you 
know about the American Revolution so far, predict what arguments for inde-
pendence might be presented in a pamphlet entitled “Common Sense.” Have 
several students share their paragraphs. Afterward, explain that students will be  
studying a revolutionary pamphlet that had a tremendous impact on American 
colonists and helped convert many of them to the cause of independence.

Students preview the social 
hierarchy of ancient Egypt 
by completing a social pyra-
mid of their school. 

By reviewing the archi-
tectural components of a 
Gothic cathedral, students 
prepare to learn about 
the form and function of a 
mosque. 

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute Daily Life in Ancient Egypt 65

PREVIEW 9
Copy the name of each individual or group listed below onto the level 
of the pyramid where you think it belongs. For each name, write a short
sentence to explain why you placed it at that level on the pyramid.

My School’s Social Pyramid

Students Principal Teachers Student Council Office Staff
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Comparing Personal Experience with Key Concepts  Students answer 
questions relevant to their life or relate a personal experience that foreshadows  
key themes of the upcoming lesson.

Examples
•	 Before students learn about the achievements of India’s Gupta Empire, have 

them write a paragraph about a “golden age” in their own life. You might have 
to define the term golden age as a time of special accomplishment. Have several 
students share their writing. Afterward, explain that students will be learning 
about the golden age of the Gupta Empire and the achievements that earned 
this age that title. 

•	 Before students learn about the vital role of music in West African culture, have 
them respond to this prompt: Describe the differences among the types of music 
played at birthday parties, marriage ceremonies, and funerals. Have several 
students share their responses. Afterward, explain that differences in rhythm, 
tempo, and tone of music help people—whether American or West African—to 
communicate the distinct emotions and feelings associated with certain events.

•	 Before students learn about the travels of Marco Polo, have them respond to 
this prompt: Describe a situation in which someone you know was accused of 
lying, even though the person was telling the truth. Have three or four students 
share their answers. Afterward, explain that they will learn about and then try 
to defend Marco Polo, a man accused of exaggerating what he saw and experi­
enced in China during the 13th century. 

•	 Before students study the different approaches taken by Martin Luther King Jr.  
and Malcolm X during the civil rights movement, ask them to respond to the 
following question: What is the best way to make sure your opinion is heard 
when someone does not agree with your ideas? Have students share their answers 
and lead a discussion based on their ideas. Afterward, point out to students 
that they did not all suggest the same way to make their opinions heard, just 
as Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X suggested very different courses of 
action during the civil rights movement. 

Creating Simple Prototypes  Students create a product that has some personal 
relevance and is similar to—but smaller or simpler than—the product they will be 
creating in an upcoming activity.

Examples
•	 Before students study the original American colonies and create travel  

brochures to attract people to a specific colony, have them do this Preview 
assignment: Create a simple advertisement, using both words and visuals, that 
city officials might use to encourage people to settle in your community. Ask 
several students to share their responses. Afterward, explain that advertise­
ments often reflect only the ideal view of a subject. Tell students to keep this  
in mind when creating their travel brochures in the upcoming activity.

Students use the Interactive 
Student Notebook through-
out a lesson, from the 
Preview assignment, to 
the graphically organized 
Reading Notes, to the final 
Processing assignment.
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•	 Before students study the use of propaganda in World War I, have them 
respond to the following prompt: Describe your favorite advertisement from 
TV, radio, magazines, or a billboard. Explain which aspects of the advertise-
ment make it memorable to you. Ask several students to share their answers. 
Afterward, discuss the purpose of advertising and the devices used to sell 
products and shape opinion. Tell students that they will learn about the tools 
and purpose of propaganda posters during World War I and apply what they 
discover to create a propaganda poster for an issue they feel strongly about. 

Predicting  To foreshadow an upcoming lesson, students predict what, why, 
how, or when certain events might have occurred.

Examples
•	 Before students chronicle the development of the Muslim Empire, have them 

respond to this prompt: List the challenges you think the Muslim community 
might have faced after the death of Muhammad. Have three or four students 
share their lists. Afterward, explain that in this lesson they will learn how 
Muslims struggled to remain united and to spread Islam beyond the Arabian 
Peninsula after Muhammad’s death.

•	 Before students explore how the Aztec and Inca Empires fell, have them write 
a paragraph in response to this prompt: What factors enabled Spanish leaders 
like Cortés and Pizarro, with armies of only a few hundred soldiers, to conquer 
the enormous empires of the Aztecs and Inca? Have several students share their 
responses. Expect many students to suggest that guns gave the Spanish an 
advantage. Afterward, explain that students will explore the role of guns,  
and a variety of other factors, in the conquest of the Aztecs and the Inca.

Provocative Propositions  Have students respond to a provocative 
proposition. The proposition should introduce a key theme or concept  
that will be explored in the upcoming lesson.

Examples
•	 Before students learn about Alexander the Great, have them draw a 

figure of a “good leader” and define the qualities they believe make 
a good leader. Afterward, explain that they will now learn about a 
figure who is considered one of the great leaders of all time. 

•	 Before students learn about the gold-for-salt trade in West Africa, 
have them write a paragraph that supports or refutes this proposition: 
Salt is worth its weight in gold. Have three or four students share their 
arguments. Expect that most students will refute the proposition. 
Point out that the value of most goods is based on how much of the 
good is available (supply) and how many people want it (demand). 
Afterward, explain that students will learn that salt was as valuable to 
people living in medieval West Africa as gold is to Americans today. 

In this Preview, students 
recall compelling  
advertisements they have 
seen. This helps them link 
their prior experience to a 
lesson on the use of  
propaganda in World War I.

Before a lesson on 
Alexander the Great,  
students express their  
personal views on what 
makes a good leader.

Describe Your Favorite
Advertisement

Describe your favorite advertisement
and what makes it memorable.

My favorite TV commerical is the
one where the soft drink truck
driver tries to sneak a soft drink
from the refrigerator and when
he grabs one can a bunch of cans
come crashing down and everyone
is looking at him. It’s memorable
because it’s funny.

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute Alexander the Great and His Empire 193

Draw a figure to represent a good leader. Around the
figure, list five characteristics that you believe make a
good leader. Draw a line from each characteristic to the
part of the figure that symbolizes that characteristic.
For example, if a good leader should be persuasive,
write the word Persuasive beside the figure. Then draw
a line from the word to the figure’s mouth.

PREVIEW 30
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Responding to Visual Images  Students respond to an image that will be used 
later in the lesson. They might quickly sketch the image, record impressions of it, 
or predict what they believe is happening.

Examples
•	 Before introducing students to colonial society, have them create a spoke or web 

diagram with “Colonial Settlers” at the center. As they view images of paint­
ings of colonial life, have them write on the spokes particular words or phrases 
that describe the Europeans who first settled in America. Have two or three 
students share their diagrams. Afterward, explain that students will learn about 
the origins and development of the British colonies in America.

•	 Before students learn about the explora­
tion and settlement of America’s vast 
inland empire in the 1800s, have them 
view an image of an allegorical painting 
of manifest destiny, sketch the image, 
and respond to this prompt: Label at least 
three details in the image that you think 
represent important historical ideas that 
might be part of this lesson. What topics 
do you think we will explore? Based on the 
details in this image, what do you think 
the title of the lesson might be? You might 
allow students to discuss the prompt in 
pairs before writing their answers. Lead  
a brief discussion. Afterward, explain  
that they will be studying the concept of 
manifest destiny and how it affected  
westward expansion.

Responding to Music  Students record their initial responses to music related to 
the activity or lesson. They might describe the tone, connect the lyrics to content 
themes, or record their sensory responses.

Examples
•	 Before students learn about resistance to apartheid oppression, have them listen 

to a South African resistance song and respond to these questions: What is the 
tone of the song? What examples of oppression does the song refer to? What form 
of resistance does the song urge? Afterward, explain to students that they will 
learn about apartheid and various forms of resistance to it. 

•	 Before students learn about the reform movements in America in the 1800s, 
have them listen to a song from the women’s suffrage movement and respond 
to these questions: What emotions are expressed in the lyrics? Do the melody 
and lyrics seem to go together? Why or why not? Why do you think women would 
write and sing a song like this? Do you think this song’s message still has meaning 
today? Why or why not? Allow students to share their observations. Afterward, 
explain that students will learn about the reform movements and the important 
role women played. 

Preview manifest destiny 
by inviting students to 
analyze American Progress 
(1872), an allegorical  
painting by John Gast 
depicting westward  
expansion.
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“What If” Sketch  Given a particular situation, students draw a sketch showing 
what might happen next, or what would happen if some key event did not happen, 
or if some fundamental idea did not exist. 

Examples
•	 Before students learn about industrialization during the second half of the 

19th century, show them an image of an industrial city. Have them sketch the 
same city as it might look if steel and oil did not exist. Have several students 
share their ideas. Afterward, explain that students will find out how improved 
techniques in steel processing and oil 
refining dramatically impacted life in 
America during the second half of the 
19th century. 

•	 After they study Marxist theory but 
before they begin a study of the Russian 
Revolution, show students an image of 
Tsar Nicholas II being chased by wolves. 
Have them sketch what would happen 
next in this scene if there were a suc­
cessful Marxist revolution in Russia. 
Afterward, explain that students will 
learn about what did happen next: the 
Russian Revolution. 

“You Are There” Scenarios  Students record their responses to a “You Are 
There” scenario that introduces a key theme of the upcoming content.

Examples
•	 Before a lesson in which students reenact a press conference on the eve of the 

Civil War, ask them to pretend they are advisors to President Lincoln and to 
write a one-paragraph response to this prompt: In response to the bombing 
of Fort Sumter, President Lincoln should (1) send in Union reinforcements,  
(2) evacuate Union troops, or (3) do nothing. Ask students to justify their 
recommendations. Call on three or four students to share their responses.  
Then explain that this lesson will help them better understand the many per­
spectives that surrounded the issues of secession and civil war in 1861.

•	 Before a lesson on the Bill of Rights, show students an image of British soldiers 
ransacking the belongings of a colonial home with family members present. 
Ask individuals to assume the role of one of the characters in the image and 
share what is happening, why they think it is happening, and how they feel. 
Allow several students to share their responses. Afterward, explain that they 
will learn about search and seizure, one of the issues that would be addressed 
in the Bill of Rights. 

Students sketch what they 
predict will happen next  
in Russia based on their 
interpretation of this 1905 
cartoon of Tsar Nicholas II.
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Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Visual Discovery

Introduction

Today’s students are bombarded daily with images. Constant exposure to  
television, videos, computer games, the Internet, magazines, and advertise­
ments has created a visual generation. Many teachers are beginning to notice, 
however, that while students certainly “consume” many images daily, they are  
not necessarily critical viewers who understand what they see. In fact, far  
from being visually literate, many of our students are so numbed by the sheer 
quantity and rapidity of media images that they are left visually illiterate.

As one of the multiple intelligence strategies used in the TCI Approach, Visual  
Discovery transforms a usually passive, teacher-centered activity—lecturing—
into a dynamic, participatory experience. Students view, touch, interpret, and 
bring to life compelling visuals as they discover key social studies concepts. 
The strategy sharpens visual literacy skills, encourages students to construct 
their own knowledge through higher-level thinking, develops deductive reason­
ing, and taps visual, intrapersonal, and body-kinesthetic intelligences. Seeing 
and interacting with an image, in combination with reading and recording 
notes related to the content, helps students learn and remember salient ideas 
that are typically soon forgotten after the traditional lecture. 

1

2

3

4

Steps at a Glance

5

�Use powerful images 
to teach social studies 
concepts. 

Arrange your classroom 
so projected images 
will be large and clear. 

Ask carefully 
sequenced questions 
that lead to discovery.

Challenge students to 
read about the image 
and apply what they 
learn.

�Have students interact 
with the images to 
demonstrate what they 
have learned.
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Use powerful images to teach social studies 
concepts.

The key to a successful Visual Discovery activity is using just a few 
powerful images that represent the key concepts of the lesson. The 

right image will stay in students’ minds for months or even years and will serve as 
a powerful visual referent to help them recall key information.

A few well-selected images that students carefully “read” with their visual literacy 
skills will have a far greater impact than a profusion of images viewed passively. 
Since images are not shown as fast-paced videos or computer animations, it is 
essential that each has a strong visual impact and tells a rich story. The best  
images
•	 are clearly tied to your content standards and teaching objectives. 
•	 illustrate key events or concepts.
•	 graphically show human emotion, drama, suspense, or interaction.
•	 have the potential for students to step into the scene and bring it to life.
•	 are interesting or unusual.

For example, the first image at right, which 
shows U.S. troops landing in Khe Sanh, 
South Vietnam, illustrates the massive 
deployment of U.S. troops for the Vietnam 
War. It is a strong visual reminder of the 
concept of deployment. The heavily laden 
troops seem to be rushing into an uncertain 
future. This sets up an excellent opportunity 
for the teacher to assume the role of on-scene 
reporter and ask students who step into the 
image what they expect to confront in the 
jungles of Vietnam.

For the same lesson, the second photograph 
at right, showing U.S. troops patrolling a 
river, captures the danger and hardship 
of jungle warfare. Ask students to place 
themselves in the boots of these young 
men, and then present two simple facts: 
most soldiers served a 13-month tour of 
duty, and their average age was 19. Read 
from the diary of an American marine 
who wonders whether he’d gotten  
himself “out in the bushes for nothing,” 
and your students will be left with a  
lasting impression. 

S T E P

1
“Pictures show the story; 
notes only tell it.”

— High School Student



30    Bring Learning Alive!

Arrange your classroom so projected images  
will be large and clear.

Careful attention to your classroom’s geography is essential for a 
successful Visual Discovery activity. Most classroom arrangements 

actually inhibit interaction; students often sit in long rows where the “lucky ones” 
get the last seats and occasional naps. The front of the classroom is often a clutter 
of desks, tables, and file cabinets that make it difficult to see and touch projected 
images. To arrange your classroom for maximum success during Visual Discovery 
activities, consider the following:

Identify the best wall on which to project images. The wall should be located 
in an area of the room that you can make fairly dark. With too much light, the 
image will be difficult to see, and students will have trouble locating fine details. If 
your room is too dark with the lights off, use a table lamp to add soft, unobtrusive 
lighting. When you project a transparency on the wall, make the image as large as 
possible. The larger the image, the more interaction and excitement it will gener­
ate. You can easily create a large screen by covering the wall with butcher paper.

Set up your classroom for an interactive presentation. Typically, the best 
classroom configuration for a Visual Discovery activity is parliamentary style, 
with two groups of desks facing each other. Leave approximately 10 feet between 
the groups—enough space to discourage casual conversation, but close enough to 
allow students on one side to hear students on the other. The center aisle allows 
students to walk quickly and safely to the front of the classroom to participate 
actively in each lesson. You now have not one but four front rows. This room 
arrangement gives you more space to move around the classroom and quickly 
reach any student needing individual attention.

S T E P

2

This is the most common 
classroom arrangement for 
Visual Discovery, with a 
wide center aisle and front 
staging area.
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Ask carefully sequenced questions that  
lead to discovery.

For each projected image, ask a series of questions that spiral from 
the basic (What do you see?) to the critical-thinking level (What do 

you suppose these people are expecting to happen?). Students often rush to interpret 
images before carefully inspecting all the visual details. While these interpreta­
tions may carry some truth, students will come to sounder conclusions if you slow 
things down and encourage them to look for the details in the image. 

As students offer facts and details about what they 
are seeing, move to the next level of questioning 
only when most of your students can “see” the 
answers to your questions. In this way, you will give 
students the building blocks they need to under­
stand the most important concepts in each image. 
Be sure to link each successive question to the ques­
tions preceding it. 

Your final questions may be at such a high level that 
only a portion of the class can answer them, but this 
is okay. This powerful questioning strategy enables 
all students to learn, and challenges students at every 
level. Do be aware, however, of flagging interest. To 
keep student engagement high, you will probably 
want to project a new image every 5 to 15 minutes.

Using the Detective Analogy to Develop  
Effective Spiral Questions

As students learn how to analyze and interpret images, a helpful analogy is to 
compare their tasks to those of a detective. This detective analogy suggests three 
levels of investigation: gathering evidence, interpreting evidence, and making  
hypotheses from the evidence. Whether you are using spiral questions in a pub­
lished Visual Discovery activity or you are developing and sequencing your own 
questions to help students explore an image, keep in mind these three levels of 
investigation: 

Level I: Gathering Evidence  Start by telling students to think of themselves as 
detectives, and to regard the projected image as a scene from a time or a place that 
they need to investigate. At this level, the detective’s task is to look for evidence—
details that may reveal something about the scene. Explain that the evidence 
should be physical—material objects they could actually touch if they were able to 
step into the scene.

Level II: Interpreting Evidence  At this level, your student detectives begin to 
interpret the details or evidence they gathered at the scene. Have them formulate 
ideas or make inferences based on the existing evidence, such as the time period, 
place, or people in the scene. As your detectives share their ideas, encourage them 
to state their interpretation, then follow up with a “because” statement that cites 

S T E P

3

In this image from the  
Great Depression, we see 
townspeople lined up to 
receive free food. This 
sequence of questions will 
allow students to discover a 
wealth of information about 
the image:
•	 What do you see in this 

photograph?
•	 What does the sign on the 

truck indicate?
•	 What are the people doing 

here?
•	 What feelings might these 

people be experiencing?
•	 Why aren’t these people 

talking with one another?
•	 Would people in need act 

the same way today? Why 
or why not?
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their supporting evidence. Typically, questions at this level are what, when, where, 
and who questions.

Level III: Making Hypotheses from Evidence  At this level, the student detec­
tives must use the evidence and their own critical thinking skills to determine the 
“motives” behind the scene they are investigating. Have them make hypotheses 
about what is happening and why. Typically, questions at this level are why and 
how questions that require higher-order thinking skills such as justifying, synthe­
sizing, predicting, and evaluating.

The detective analogy helps students grasp the concept of discovering or uncover­
ing the stories images have to tell. For example, the following series of spiral  
questions demonstrates how the three-level “detective” structure helps students 
interact with a painting related to the immigration experience.

In the image below, we see a group of emigrants leaving Hamburg, Germany, for 
the United States around the turn of the century. 

Level I: Gathering Evidence
•	 What do you see in this image?
•	 What key details, or pieces of evidence, do you see?
•	 How would you describe the scene and the people?
•	 What do you hear or smell in this scene?

Level II: Interpreting Evidence
•	 What do you think is the approximate date of this scene? Give one piece of  

evidence to support your answer.
•	 Where might this scene have taken place? Give two pieces of evidence to  

support your answer.
•	 What do you think is happening in this scene? Be prepared to support your 

opinion with two pieces of evidence.

Level III: Making Hypotheses from Evidence
•	 How do you think these people were feeling at this time and place?
•	 Why do you think these people are immigrating to America?

“Analyzing a picture helps 
me learn better because  
it’s a window to the past 
and I can see through it.”

— High School Student
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Challenge students to read about the image and 
apply what they learn.

Once students have used their visual literacy skills to analyze an 
image, they are ready to read something about the image in order to 

answer questions, fill in content gaps, further their knowledge, and enrich their 
understanding. This simple technique helps reluctant students to become more 
skilled and inspired readers. For an example of this approach in action, consider 
the following segment of a lesson about the growth of democracy during the 
Jacksonian Era. Here, students are viewing one of several lesson-related images,  
a painting that reflects Jackson’s Indian policy. 

1.	 Students analyze the image.  Students “read” the painting of the Trail of Tears 
as the teacher guides them with spiral questions. They reach these conclusions: 
Native Americans are going somewhere—traveling by foot, on horseback, and  
in wagons. They carry their belongings with them. They are accompanied by 
soldiers and appear to be unhappy about where they are going. Having discov­
ered much from the image on their own, students are eager to continue the 
learning process.

2.	Students read their text to gather more information and record 
notes. With their interest piqued, students now open their books to 
find out more about the topic—information that either reinforces 
or corrects assumptions they made when they analyzed the image. 
Students gather a wealth of details: The Cherokee had developed 
what many considered an advanced civilization. Wealthy planters and 
poor settlers were determined to force them out and seize their lands. 
Thousands of Native Americans who refused to leave were rounded 
up and marched west in handcuffs. Many died on the terrible journey 
west. Then students write a summary paragraph in their Interactive 
Student Notebook. 

3.	 Students process what they have learned.  After completing the 
reading and their notes, students have more information and a better 
understanding of the Trail of Tears. At this point, the teacher projects 
the image again and asks students to compare the reality of history 
with the images portrayed in the painting. Students then return to 
their Interactive Student Notebook, where they add facial expres­
sions and speech bubbles to two outlined heads, representing a Native 
American and one of the common people, to reflect how each group 
felt and thought about Jackson’s Indian policy.

Using images to motivate and set the context for reading will increase students’ 
literacy. When students, especially those without strong linguistic skills, experi­
ence success at interpreting visuals, they are more motivated to read. They also 
have a better context for understanding what they read. As a result, most will 
bring greater effort and more patience to that reading. Ultimately, this approach 
helps both individual students and the entire class become better critical viewers 
and thinkers.

S T E P

4

Students use their visual  
literacy skills to “read” the 
projected image of the Trail 
of Tears. The textbook pro-
vides them with historical 
details about the forced  
relocation of the Cherokee.
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Have students interact with the images to  
demonstrate what they have learned.

One way to assess what students have learned during a Visual 
Discovery activity is to ask them to “step into” the visuals and bring 

them to life. Your students will now use their visual, body-kinesthetic, intraper­
sonal, interpersonal, and logical-mathematical intelligences to demonstrate what 
they have learned.

Some images are so rich with drama, detail, and emotions that they simply invite 
students to step in and re-create the moment. This is the time for act-it-outs, the 
term used in the TCI Approach for mini-dramatizations of an image. Following 
are five ways to structure successful, dynamic act-it-outs. Your students’ level of 
experience with this type of activity, as well as the nature of the image projected, 
will determine which form of act-it-out would be most effective. To ensure in-
depth participation, you (or a student) will sometimes assume the role of an on-
scene reporter and interview each of the characters about his or her role.

S T E P

5
“Unless students are actively 
involved in their learning, 
they won’t remember much 
of what you cover. Using 
Visual Discovery, I not only 
engaged my students, but 
also gave them a new way 
of looking at the history of 
Africa. It worked.”

— Middle School Teacher

Act as the “on-scene  
reporter” to ask probing 
questions that challenge  
students to think deeply 
about social studies.
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Scripted Act-It-Out  For each significant character in the scene, prepare a simple 
script that the actor can read to bring the image to life. This is particularly  
effective for images that have two figures engaged in conversation. In some cases, 
you might include blank spaces or lines in the scripts, where actors must insert 
appropriate information from their notes.

Use this approach early in the year or semester to introduce act-it-outs. With a 
script in hand, your student actors will experience success while they hone their 
presentation skills, such as speaking in a loud, clear voice and facing the audience. 
The first few times, you may want to choose the actors, selecting students who 
you know will feel comfortable in front of the class and do a good job. Later you 
can either ask for volunteers or continue to select students yourself.

A scripted act-it-out for an image of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X  
discussing affirmative action might look like this:

Martin Luther King Jr.: I think affirmative action is a positive step for women 
and people of color.

Malcolm X: Once again, I have to disagree with you. What do you find so 
positive about it?

Martin Luther King Jr.: Well, for one thing, it helps to even the playing field 
for groups in American society who have traditionally been discriminated 
against in employment, job contracts, and admission to higher levels of  
education.

Malcolm X: I won’t argue that African Americans and others haven’t been dis­
criminated against, but I’m not convinced that affirmative action is the way 
to correct the issue. Let’s say a black man gets picked for a job over some 
white people. The whites will say he got the job just because he is a minority, 
not because he is qualified.

Martin Luther King Jr.: That may or may not be true, but once people have the 
opportunity, they can prove that they are qualified. Typically in the past, we 
haven’t even had the opportunity.

Malcolm X: Precisely my point! Why should we wait around for a government 
program to give us a chance? Let’s create our own opportunities for our own 
people. Let’s support minority-owned businesses that will provide opportu­
nities for our people without the government telling people what to do.

Act-It-Out with Role Cards  Rather than using complete scripts, you might 
sometimes provide each student actor with a role card that simply tells the name 
of his or her character (when it is unknown, use an appropriate fictional name) 
and a brief description of the character. The cards should provide actors with 
some cues—ideas, key phrases, or questions—to help them prepare for their roles 
and accurately represent their characters. Give actors their role cards before you 
begin asking spiral questions about an image. This way, they can be thinking in 
terms of their character as their understanding of the image grows. During the 
act-it-out, assume the role of on-scene reporter and interview the characters.

This type of act-it-out is best used after students have experienced success on 
stage in a couple of scripted act-it-outs. Again, you may want to choose the actors 
the first few times, selecting students who will feel comfortable in front of the 

Students might participate  
in a scripted act-it-out to 
bring to life this image of 
two figures from the civil 
rights movement. 
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class and will do a good job. After students have some experience with this form 
of act-it-out, you can ask for volunteers. Later in the year, you can have students 
prepare the role cards themselves.

Here is a role card that might be used with an image of unemployed men during 
the Depression:

Your name is Joe. You used to work in a factory, but you haven’t had a job 
for two months. You have a wife and three children. When your character is 
asked how he feels, include the words ashamed, worried, and discouraged in 
your response.

In the next example, the role card describes a figure in an image of Europeans 
boarding a ship to immigrate to the United States in the late 1800s.

Your name is Antonio. You are from southern Italy. You are the second  
oldest son in your large family. Be prepared to answer these questions:

•	 What is your name, and where are you from?
•	 Why are you leaving your homeland?
•	 What do you hope to find in America?
•	 How do you feel about what is happening?
•	 Do you think you will ever see your family again? Why or why not?

Talking Statues Act-It-Out  For images that include a large number of characters 
or that represent especially poignant moments in time, such as the sit-in at the 
Woolworth’s lunch counter during the civil rights movement, ask everyone to  
play the role of one of the figures or objects in the image. Tell students to imag­
ine what their character is thinking or feeling at that precise moment. Then ask a 
group of volunteers to come forward, and have them “freeze” into the precise  
body positions of the different figures. One by one, touch each character on the 

An act-it-out can bring to 
life this Depression-era 
image of unemployed steel-
workers huddled around a 
shantytown fire. Role cards 
help students identify with 
these impoverished figures.
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shoulder. That figure “comes to life” long enough to state what he or she is think­
ing or feeling, then freezes back into position. Each “talking statue” statement 
should be brief—ideally no more than one sentence.

You would typically use this form of act-it-out toward the beginning of the year or 
semester when you want to give many students the experience of being on stage, 
but in a limited and highly structured format.

Group Presentation Act-It-Out  For images with several figures, you can put 
students into groups of four or five and assign one character to each group. On an 
overhead transparency or a handout, give each group some questions to discuss 
and to answer from the perspective of their character. Once groups have prepared 
their responses, ask a volunteer from each group to step into the image and take 
on the assigned role. During the act-it-out, you will assume the role of the on-
scene reporter and interview the characters, asking questions similar to those dis­
cussed in the groups.

This type of act-it-out works better later in the year when students are familiar 
with the act-it-out format and are ready to take on more responsibility.

Impromptu Act-It-Out  Besides the various forms of planned act-it-outs, you can 
call for impromptu act-it-outs whenever you encounter an image that involves 
clearly dramatic interaction. After the class has analyzed an image, completed any 
related reading, and recorded their notes, have volunteers step into the image—
with their notes, if needed—and assume the roles of some of the figures. Either you  
or students in the audience can then act as on-scene reporters to interview the 
figures. For images that are “read” easily, consider using the impromptu act-it-out 
before students turn to the related reading, to further pique their interest in the text.

Impromptu act-it-outs are most successfully used later in the year or semester, 
when students are confident about dramatizing images and need less structure, 
or when they are already familiar with the historical content of the image and can 
react to it spontaneously.

Impromptu act-it-outs are 
often tense and emotion-
ally charged as students 
feel and appreciate the 
passions reflected in the 
image. Using this image of 
a Vietnam War protest, you 
might have students step 
into the roles of protesters 
and police.
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Introduction

Skills such as mapping, categorizing, analyzing primary sources, graphing and 
interpreting graphs, and reading a timeline are a vital part of any middle and 
high school social studies course. Without these skills, students will not fully 
grasp many concepts. Why teach about the Proclamation of 1763, for example, 
if students cannot locate the Appalachian Mountains on a map? Why compare 
and contrast ancient Greece and imperial Rome without first teaching students 
how to use a simple matrix or Venn diagram?

Despite the importance of teaching these basic social studies skills, many 
instructors reserve little time for—and apply even less creativity to—this task. 
In the words of one high school history teacher, “I don’t have time to cover 
social studies and teach skills. Students should come prepared from the lower 
grades. Besides, when I do teach skills, my students say it’s boring.”

The Social Studies Skill Builder strategy in the TCI Approach turns the tradi­
tional, rote tasks usually associated with skill-based worksheets into more 
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Steps at a Glance
�Use engaging tasks to 
teach social studies skills.  

Teach the skill through 
modeling and guided  
practice.  

Prepare students to work 
in pairs.

Set clear expectations, 
allow students to practice 
the skill repeatedly, and 
give immediate feedback. 

Debrief the lesson  
to help students make  
connections to key social 
studies concepts. 

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Social Studies Skill Builder
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dynamic, interactive activities. Students work in pairs on fast-paced, skill-oriented  
tasks such as mapping, graphing, identifying perspective, and interpreting political  
cartoons. The teacher begins an activity by quickly modeling the skill and then 
challenging students to practice the skill repeatedly. Students receive immediate  
feedback as they work. The activity ends with a debriefing session that allows stu- 
dents to use their new skill to gain greater insights into key social studies concepts.

Use engaging tasks to teach  
social studies skills.  

Teaching the basic skills that students need to be successful for 
social studies may seem daunting, especially if you and your class 

perceive such work as boring. With Social Studies Skill Builders, the skills are 
imparted through lessons that both you and your students will enjoy. Here are 
some tips to conducting skill-driven activities that are inherently engaging:

Use stimulating resources that lend themselves to multiple-ability tasks. 
Good primary source documents are intriguing and offer students a real piece 
of history to analyze. For an activity on the use of propaganda in World War I, a 
colorful collection of posters from that era, depicting the points of view of both 
the Central Powers and the Allies, invites students to look for bias. A collection 
of labor songs from the Great Depression, drawings of key inventions during the 
Chang Dynasty, or political posters from a presidential campaign all can be the 
basis for exciting lessons.

Challenge students to use multiple intelligences during the activity. For exam­
ple, during the World War I propaganda activity, students view a reproduction of 
a wartime poster. Pairs quickly sketch the poster, search for symbols, discuss the 
poster’s meaning, and record their answers. In this process, they are using lin­
guistic, visual, interpersonal, and logical-mathematical intelligences.

Encourage student pairs to work as a team, but require them to record  
information individually. Even though students work with partners, they are 
individually accountable for all content and have their own work to complete. In 
the World War I propaganda activity, after jointly discussing the poster, each stu­
dent fills in a matrix that has columns for noting the caption, describing the sym­
bols, and recording interpretations. Each student thus creates a personal record of 
what the pair discussed. Recording what they talked about helps students be spe­
cific and remember their ideas—and enables you to assess individual progress.

Give your students the opportunity for repeated hands-on practice. Start with 
an assortment of similar resources (photographs, drawings, quotations, songs) 
to give students lots of different pieces to analyze in the same way. Then provide 
handouts—maps, matrices, lists of questions, graphing paper—with space for 
students to practice the same skill many times. For example, for an activity about 
America’s rapid industrialization, you provide a series of placards, each contain­
ing an image and a line graph, that together illustrate some aspect of industrial­
ism in the early 1900s—such as the amount of raw steel produced, or the miles of 

S T E P

1
“I thought I was incapable  
of learning history. Before it 
was just a textbook,  
lectures, and a bunch of 
jumbled facts. But the way 
this class was organized 
made sense. It really made 
history clear.”

— High School Student
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railroad track in operation. Pairs examine a placard and, using the information 
in the image and graph, answer questions from a matrix on their handout. When 
they finish, they select a new placard and repeat the process. In this way, students 
have several opportunities to practice interpreting a line graph and relating the 
data to industrial growth.

Spiral from the basic to the complex to give students deep historical insights. 
The structure of a Social Studies Skill Builder should spiral from the simple to the 
more complex, challenging students to answer progressively higher-level questions.  
For example, consider an activity that focuses on disagreements over slavery 
before the Civil War. A series of placards provides pictures and information about 
key historical figures. Students start by identifying each figure by name and by 
state of residence. Second, they describe that person’s views on slavery. Third, they 
describe actions taken by the figure that exemplify his or her views. This spiral­
ing allows students to discover increasingly complex information, preparing them 
for a final discussion of such questions as these: Was owning a slave ever justified? 
Which groups in the South benefited most from slavery? How did slavery affect 
the moral climate of our nation? Most students participate enthusiastically in this 
high-level discussion because they now have the knowledge base from which to 
expound about perspectives. The spiraling allows each student to understand and 
articulate complex issues.

For a Social Studies Skill 
Builder, students sit in pairs 
and work as a team to solve 
skill-oriented problems.
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Teach the skill through modeling  
and guided practice.

Introduce each Social Studies Skill Builder by quickly modeling and 
leading your students through guided practice of the skill. Modeling 

consists of demonstrating and explaining the steps your students are to follow as 
they develop the skill on their own. Here, for example, is the way you could model 
a Social Studies Skill Builder activity on mapping physiographic features of the 
United States:

1.	 Give students an outline map of the United States. Have them point to 
north, east, south, and west on their maps, draw a compass rose in the  
southeast corner, and label the cardinal and intermediate points. Project a 
transparency of the same map, and demonstrate drawing the compass rose 
on the transparency.

2.	Write the term physiographic feature on the map transparency. Explain 
that physio means “physical,” graphic means “written down or recorded,” and 
feature means “a particular characteristic of something.” Thus, a physiographic 
feature is a physical characteristic of the land—such as a lake, mountain, or 
river—that is recorded on a map.

3.	 Tell students that they will now use their geographic knowledge to answer a 
set of map-hunt clues. They will record on their outline map the location that 
is indicated by each clue, labeling a specific location or drawing in a physical 
feature such as a principal river, mountain range, or flatlands.

4.	Show students how to create a key in one 
corner of their map. Demonstrate possible 
symbols for open water, rivers, mountains, 
valleys, and flatlands.

5.	 Read a map-hunt clue, such as This is the 
largest bay along the California coastline. 
Ask students to use their atlases to find the 
answer. When they do, label the San Francisco 
Bay on the map transparency, including the 
symbol for water, and ask students to do the 
same on their maps.

6. Tell students they will now use the  
skill they just learned, labeling a physio- 
graphic map, to answer a full set of  
map-hunt clues.

This kind of modeling and guided practice 
ensures that students are ready to practice the 
skill on their own.

S T E P

2
“This strategy has changed 
how my students react to 
geography lessons. Instead 
of saying, ‘Oh, we have to 
do another map,’ they say, 
‘Great, we get to do some-
thing interesting.’ Having 
them work in pairs creates 
social interaction that adds 
spice and allows them to 
share the burden on tough 
assignments.”

— High School Teacher

One key to success is care-
ful and thorough modeling 
of the task to be completed 
by students.
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Prepare students to work in pairs.

After you have modeled the skill, place students in pairs. Because 
students will be discussing skill-oriented questions with discrete, 
defined answers, working in pairs is ideal. Pairs have more opportu­

nity for interaction and will stay on task more easily than they would in a larger 
group. Here are some tips for preparing for paired skills work:

Carefully establish mixed-ability pairs. Since these skill tasks require the use of 
multiple intelligences, it makes sense to pair students with complementary abili­
ties. This will help ensure that each partner has something of value to contribute 
and that interaction is more equitable. If an activity requires linguistic and visual 
skills, for example, try to put a strong linguistic student with one who excels  
visually. You shouldn’t need to spend more than 15 minutes of prep time on this 
pairing process, and it is time well spent, as it will result in students working 
together much more effectively.

Before class, prepare a transparency that shows who will sit where. On a 
transparency, draw a permanent classroom map showing the arrangement of desk 
pairs. Make sure your map shows desks placed evenly around the classroom, both 
to limit distractions and to allow you to move freely among the pairs. Use an  
erasable marker to write students’ names next to the desks at which you want 
them to work. This will help students move efficiently into pairs.

Instruct students in each pair to sit side by side with the edges of their desks 
touching. Project the map for students to use as a guide for arranging their desks. 
Tell them they are not officially a team until the right edge of one desk is touching 
the left edge of the other desk and both students are seated facing forward.

Encourage students to greet each other. 
Once students have found their partners 
and are sitting correctly, tell them to 
introduce themselves and shake hands. 
Model this behavior with one of your 
students. If appropriate, use humor to 
ease the tension; it will help pairs work 
together more effectively.

Conduct a quick team-builder to warm 
up students for working together. This 
might be as simple as having students 
repeat this statement “Partner, if you 
need a helping hand, I’m here to help. 
And if I need a helping hand, I’m count­
ing on you.” Or, you might ask them to 
discuss a question related to the skill 
they will be learning.

S T E P

3
“Working in pairs helps me 
because I get to explain my 
thoughts and get another 
opinion.”

— High School Student

When students have found 
their partners, have them 
introduce themselves.
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Set clear expectations, allow students  
to practice the skill repeatedly, and give  
immediate feedback.

After you have modeled the skill and placed students in mixed- 
ability pairs, clearly state what you expect from them so you can evaluate their 
work fairly. You can do this easily and efficiently with a transparency that lists 
exactly what is expected. You may want to award points for each part of an 
assignment your students successfully complete.

Checking work and awarding points as students progress through an activity will 
motivate them to work quickly and conscientiously in a game-like atmosphere. It 
will also assure that students create high-quality products, as they know you are 
scrutinizing each answer. And it gives you a break from taking papers home.

The greatest challenge facing teachers who give their students immediate feedback 
is managing the constant, and possibly overwhelming, flow of students waiting 
to have their work evaluated. Here are some tips to avoid the logjam of too many 
pairs waiting for feedback:

•	 Familiarize yourself with the relevant handout, and perhaps create a key, so 
you can quickly check students’ work for essential points.

•	 Give pairs more than one artifact or question to work on at a time so they take 
longer to finish.

•	 Ask students who have accurately completed the activity to assist in correcting 
their peers’ work.

•	 Circulate around the classroom to correct handouts rather than having  
students come to you.

S T E P

4
“My students like Social 
Studies Skill Builders 
because they learn without 
pain. The game-like  
atmosphere gets them so 
involved in analyzing  
placards and writing 
answers that they hardly 
realize how much they are 
learning.”

— Middle School Teacher

Checking work as students 
proceed through the  
activity keeps them on 
task.
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Debrief the lesson to help students make  
connections to key social studies concepts. 

Most teachers find that there comes a point during each Social 
Studies Skill Builder when most students, but not all, have finished 

working. It may be more effective to debrief the activity at this point than to  
wait for everyone to finish. To ensure that all your students have access to the 
same content, consider asking pairs to take turns reporting to the class what they  
discovered. A pair might interpret an artifact, explain a primary source, or answer 
a geography question for the entire class while the other students take notes to 
make the information their own.

After everyone in class has been exposed to all the content, challenge students to 
think holistically about the fragmented bits of content they have acquired. During 
this debriefing, your students should consider as a whole all the questions, arti­
facts, or primary sources they have explored and arrange them in some type of 
significant order—perhaps along a continuum, in categories, or according to  
geographic relationships. Following are some ways of organizing content during 
this important debriefing step:

Political Spectrum  Draw a line on the board or place masking tape on the floor 
to represent a spectrum. Label the two ends of the spectrum with opposing terms, 
such as Conservative and Liberal, or Totalitarian and Democrat. Students then 
stand along this spectrum to show where particular figures or ideas best fit. 

For example, consider a Social Studies Skill Builder for which pairs of students 
review scenarios of foreign policy actions by different countries and decide  
whether they represent isolationism or imperialism. For the debriefing, students 
position themselves physically on the spectrum where a particular scenario would 
fall, and the class discusses the appropriateness of each placement. This procedure 
allows the class to thoroughly analyze each scenario and clarifies for everyone the 
assessment of the most difficult scenarios.

S T E P

5
“Debriefing Social Studies 
Skill Builders gives me a 
chance to make sure all 
students understand the 
concepts I want to teach. 
I’ve found that after they 
have worked in pairs, stu-
dents have a lot of details 
and ideas to share with  
the class.”

— High School Teacher

Students explore the values 
behind Kennedy-era pro-
grams by analyzing a series 
of posters and placing them 
along a values spectrum. 
This helps students connect 
the past to the present.
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Values-Orientation Spectrum You can create a similar spectrum for students 
to stand along that represents value judgments between poles such as Community 
Interest and Individual Interest. Challenge students to place various ideas or opin­
ions along the spectrum. For example, suppose that students have been exploring 
Kennedy-era programs (such as the Peace Corps and VISTA) by analyzing a series 
of promotional posters. During the debriefing session, you would ask students to 
place the posters along a spectrum between Values Our Government Emphasizes 
Today and Values Our Government Does Not Emphasize Today. This activity chal­
lenges students to connect the past to the present in a powerful, memorable way.

Moral Continuum  Another variation on the spectrum is to challenge students 
to place the actions of individuals, groups, or nations along a moral continuum 
between such poles as Ethical and Unethical, or Expedient and Principled. For 
example, suppose an activity asks student pairs to analyze a series of placards 
with a photograph and written information that indicates how some group in 
America responded to the Holocaust: the Roosevelt administration, the general 
public, Congress, youth, Jews, the media, the military, the State Department. 
During the debriefing, you would ask students to physically stand with their  
placards between two poles labeled Just and Unjust. This not only reviews the 
history of the U.S. response to the Holocaust, but also leads students to a much 
deeper understanding of different American responses to Nazism.

Chronology  For some Social Studies Skill Builders, students might place a series 
of events or trends in chronological order. For example, after analyzing placards 
that show paintings from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, students could 
try placing the placards in chronological order. As they trace the evolution of 
artistic style from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, they discover how a  
common theme, such as the Madonna or the crucifixion of Christ, changes as  
it is interpreted over time by different artists.

Logical Categorization  You can debrief some 
skills activities by having students use their 
logical intelligence to sort placards by category: 
attributing a series of quotes to their correct 
authors, classifying art by its historical period,  
or assigning a group of governmental programs 
to their correct administrations. For example,  
an activity might have student pairs matching 
Cold War terms—socialism, totalitarianism, 
democracy, freedom, communism, and equal-
ity—with placards of political cartoons. For the 
debriefing, students could first categorize the 
placards into two groups, American or Soviet, 
and then match the Soviet terms with the 
American terms, grouping socialism with capi-
talism and freedom with equality. Categorizing 
the terms gives students a fundamental under­
standing of these difficult historical concepts.

These students are  
analyzing a series of 
Sumerian artifacts. During 
the debriefing, they will  
categorize their findings to 
determine if ancient Sumer 
was a civilization.
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Use short, memorable 
experiences to help  
students grasp social 
studies concepts. 

Prepare your students 
for a safe, successful 
experience. 

Make the experiences  
as authentic as possible. 

Allow students to 
express their feelings 
immediately after the 
experience. 

Ask carefully  
sequenced questions  
to help students make  
connections between 
their experience and  
key concepts or events.

Steps at a Glance

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Experiential Exercise

Introduction

Too often in the conventional classroom, students don’t learn social studies, 
they memorize it. History, geography, economics, and civics are often pre­
sented—by teacher and textbook alike—as a series of names, dates, and facts. 
Some students are adept at memorizing these; most are not. But even students 
who memorize well generally do not retain the information longer that it takes 
to regurgitate it on a test. Fewer still are able to demonstrate real understand­
ing of, or appreciation for, the effect that various concepts and events have—or 
have had—on their own lives. Lost are the rich human dramas, the compelling 
experiences of the individuals who have shaped our history and our political 
and economic realities, and the connections between concepts and events.  
As a key strategy in the TCI Approach, Experiential Exercises ensure that your 
students grasp and remember even the highest-level concepts.

Experiential Exercises tap into students’ intrapersonal and body-kinesthetic 
intelligences, allowing students to “experience” key social studies concepts 
firsthand. These short, memorable activities make abstract ideas or remote 
events accessible and meaningful. To help students understand the strengths 
and weakness of the Roman Empire, for example, you might arrange students 
in a large donut-like shape (the empire surrounding the Mediterranean), vari­
ously assigning them roles as Romans, Provincials, or Barbarians. “Roman” 



Experiential Exercise    47

armies gather wealth from the far-flung provinces, but also encounter the dif­
ficulty of defending the empire from barbarian invasions. Or, to understand the 
lifestyle of medieval monks, students might take “vows” of poverty, obedience, 
and silence—and proceed through the entire activity while trying to honor those 
vows. And to understand the factors that drive modern-day Mexicans to migrate 
to the United States, students might take on the roles of central Mexican villagers, 
sharing their views about emigration during a typical evening stroll in the village 
plaza. Students react to each experience as if it were real life, gaining an apprecia­
tion of key concepts that they will remember for a long time. 

Use short, memorable experiences to help  
students grasp social studies concepts.

Experiential Exercises awaken students to the richness, drama, and 
reality of key concepts and events. However, not every lesson lends 

itself to this strategy. As you plan lessons, know that there are certain times when 
Experiential Exercises work especially well: 

Use them when you can easily re-create a key con-
cept or event. Standards-based social studies content 
demands that you cover a lot of territory in a relatively 
short time, so it makes sense to conduct Experiential 
Exercises only when they are easy to implement. 
Re-creating World War I trench warfare may seem 
daunting, but it takes just 10 minutes to transform your 
room into a simulated battlefield. Move desks into two 
sets of two rows on opposite sides of the room, and have  
students crouch in these opposing “trenches.” Project 
transparency images from Europe’s western front, and 
play or create sounds of the battlefield. Read passages 
from E. M. Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, 
and ask students to react to situations in the novel as if 
they were soldiers. The result will be rich, experiential 
learning with economy of time and energy.

Use them when your topic is best taught through 
body-kinesthetic or intrapersonal intelligence. Some 
lessons are best absorbed through physical or emotional  
experience. The tedium, physical strain, and dehuman­
izing nature of assembly-line work, for example, can­
not be communicated adequately through readings or 
images; students must feel its physical and emotional 
effects. In an activity designed to allow students to 
experience the assembly line (shown in the photo on 
page 46), muscles ache and minds wander as students 
spend a class period mass-producing a drawing, each 
student specializing in one tiny part. By performing  
a repetitive and mind-numbing task, students gain a 

S T E P

1

Dare to Risk

It is better to take a risk  
and fail than to pass out 
another worksheet.

Students re-create life in a 
trench during World War I  
as they view images of the 
battlefields and listen to 
excerpts from All Quiet on 
the Western Front.
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wealth of knowledge—through body-kinesthetic and intrapersonal learning—on 
the merits and weaknesses of mass production. They will literally have a “muscle 
memory” of some of the advantages and disadvantages of assembly-line work.

Use them when you want to evoke an emotional response so that students  
react empathetically to concepts they might otherwise find remote or unim-
portant. Experiential Exercises can be used to increase students’ empathy for the 
experiences of individuals or groups of people by tapping into their intrapersonal 
intelligence. For example, today’s students have a difficult time understanding the 
devastation of people who lost their savings when the banks failed during the Great 
Depression. They become much more empathetic after an activity in which they 
experience something like the pain of a failing economy themselves. To set up the 
experience, you would first give a quiz on which students earn points important 
for their grade. The next day, you tell them regretfully that half of their quizzes 
were “lost”—misplaced, inadvertently thrown away, or stolen. Explain that students 
whose quizzes were lost simply will not receive any points. After allowing students 
to react and voice their incredulity, debrief the activity. Draw parallels between the 
students’ feelings of helplessness and anger and those of the victims of the bank col­
lapse. In both cases, a trusted institution (the teacher or the bank) loses something 
of extreme value (points or money). This intrapersonal experience gives students 
insights that otherwise would have gone untapped.

Use them when you want to emphasize how a historical occurrence affected  
the way people felt or reacted. For students to understand the behavior of 
people in history, for example, they must appreciate the conditions that shape 
people’s responses. Experiential Exercises can replicate the conditions of a time or 
place so that students respond in ways similar to those of individuals in the real-
life situation. To help students understand McCarthyism, for example, you can 
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“Experiential Exercises help 
students form emotional 
and muscle-memory con-
nections to the content.  
I’ve seen students, while 
working their way through 
a written assessment, 
glance over to where an 
Experiential Exercise took 
place the week before, 
accessing a mental image  
of what they did.”

— Middle School Teacher

Secrecy, false accusations, 
and “fear of dots” create  
a game-like atmosphere, 
but with carefully crafted 
questions, the teacher  
leads students to a deeper 
understanding of the fear 
of communism and the 
paranoia that fueled the 
McCarthy era.
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give them an appreciation for the fear of communism and paranoia of the time. 
In an Experiential Exercise, you create a situation analogous to the dread of being 
labeled a communist. Give each student a slip of paper, either blank (good) or 
containing a dot (bad). Students keep their designation secret as they move about 
the room, trying to form a large “dot-free” group while relying only on question­
ing and suspicion. Afterward, carefully sequence questions to help students draw 
parallels between the “fear of dots” and the resulting classroom behavior, and the 
fear of communism and the rise of McCarthyism.

Use them when you need to capture a moment or feeling that is central to 
understanding a particular concept. Some concepts are so central to econom­
ics or to history that, unless students truly grasp them, they gain little from 
your instruction. In teaching about the American Revolution, for example, you 
must continually refer to the concept of taxation without representation because 
it affected nearly all aspects of the period. Students need a powerful, indelible 
understanding of the concept to fully comprehend the motivation behind the  
revolutionary movement and the formation of the new government.

In an Experiential Exercise, you tell students that budget constraints have made it 
necessary for them to pay 10 cents per page for photocopied handouts, including 
that day’s two-page quiz. As you attempt to collect this “tax,” students will voice 
outrage and injustice—not unlike the feelings experienced by colonists prior to 
the Revolution. As students learn about the Sons and Daughters of Liberty and 
the Continental Congress, they can draw on how they felt about “unfair taxation” 
in the classroom to better appreciate colonial motivations for forming protest 
organizations. And as students study the formation of the new government, they 
can be reminded of this experience to help them appreciate the colonists’ desire 
for a representative government.

Prepare your students for a safe,  
successful experience.

Experiential Exercises can be risky because you cannot always con­
trol students’ responses. The fundamental goal is usually to provoke 

an emotional reaction to a situation. Strong emotions—frustration, joy, anger, 
fatigue, apprehension, empowerment, passion, fear, and camaraderie—sometimes 
surface during these activities. It is wise to take a few precautionary steps to 
ensure all goes well.

Make sure the activity is appropriate for your students. Consider the makeup 
and maturity level of your students before using an Experiential Exercise. Some 
teachers, for example, have chosen not to use an activity on World War I trench 
warfare during a time of war because students may have friends and relatives 
fighting overseas. 

Address safety concerns ahead of time. If the Experiential Exercise requires stu­
dents to move around the classroom in unusual ways, begin by clearly explaining 
which behaviors are acceptable and unacceptable or potentially unsafe. For 
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“I used to have no feeling 
about social studies at all. 
After doing these activities,  
I really feel something. 
That helps me understand 
more.”

— High School Student

“When former students 
return for a visit, they  
ask, ‘Are you still using 
Capture the Flag to teach 
the American Revolution?’ 
What they remember most  
about my class are the 
dramatic Experiential 
Exercises we did. They 
leave a lasting  
impression.”

— Middle School Teacher
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example, in an activity in which groups compete to “claim” the most classroom 
furniture to experience the way European powers scrambled for African territory 
in the late 1800s, you might tell students that they may not run or touch any other 
student as they scramble to claim furniture. 

Prepare administrators and families when appropriate. Both administrators 
and the parents of your students need to know that you have a sound rationale for 
using what might appear to be an unconventional teaching strategy. Before doing 
any Experiential Exercise that may evoke strong student reaction, notify your 
administrators and, if appropriate, send a letter home to parents explaining the 
intent of the lesson and how it works. This proactive communication gives you the 
chance to address anyone’s concerns ahead of time. Also, consider inviting admin­
istrators and parents to attend class; the experience can help them understand the 
power of these exercises. Besides, having another adult on hand can help you man­
age the activity. 

Arrange the classroom appropriately. Many Experiential Exercises require 
unusual room arrangements. Set up the classroom before students arrive. If stu­
dents must move desks, time is lost and students are distracted from the mission  
of the activity. For example, an activity to introduce manifest destiny from the 
Native American perspective might require 10 students to move away from their 
usual “home” in the class to a small, undesirable area partitioned by desks. Having 
these desks in place before students enter class is imperative. Not only does it save 
instructional time, but also the strange classroom arrangement piques interest and 
readies students for the activity.

Communicate clear behavioral and learning expectations. 
While students often find Experiential Exercises unusual and fun, 
it is crucial that you set clear behavioral and learning expectations. 
Students must know that each activity has a specific academic 
purpose. This is especially true in activities such as one in which 
students spend an entire class period as medieval monks perform­
ing various monastic tasks in complete silence. Without expec­
tations for absolute silence clearly communicated, students are 
apt to giggle and talk, undermining the activity. However, if you 
unequivocally outline the behavioral expectations and the objec­
tive, students assume their roles and remain silent and purposeful 
throughout the activity.

Give students clear directions. Most Experiential Exercises require 
students to participate in activities that are far different from those 
they encounter in the conventional classroom. As a result, students 
need precise directions to feel comfortable—and an activity might 
fail if you give vague directions. In the “dot” activity mentioned 
earlier, in which students experience the fear of the McCarthy era, 
directions are initially confusing to students. Skilled teachers han­
dle it this way: At the beginning of class, they tell students that the 
procedures are complicated. They carefully explain the directions 

In the Experiential Exercise 
shown below, students 
explore the population  
density of several places—
such as Australia, the 
United States, and Japan. 
To ensure this is a safe 
experience, address any 
potential concerns before 
the activity begins.

Consider Alternate 
Venues 

If an Experiential Exercise 
requires a significant  
rearrangement of your 
classroom and you teach 
multiple classes or float, 
consider setting up the 
activity in the school library 
or multipurpose room.
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and encourage students to ask clarifying questions, explaining that they will not 
answer any procedural questions after the exercise starts. When the burden of 
clarification is placed on the students, most questions are answered before the 
activity begins, and the exercise can unfold without interruption.

Anticipate student reactions. Because Experiential Exercises are designed to elicit 
emotional responses, you must be prepared for student reactions. When students 
sit in World War I “trenches” for 45 minutes, know that they will feel tired and 
cramped; when students assume the roles of colonists to debate independence, 
expect passionate, forceful arguing; when quizzes are “lost” to convey the impact 
of Depression-era bank failures, expect students to feel angry and frustrated. 
Although most responses are predictable, don’t be surprised when the occasional 
frustration boils over into heartfelt anger. Be prepared to diffuse intense feelings.

Recognize teachable moments. Experiential Exercises often turn on teachable 
moments—that particular instance when an activity has led students to the brink 
of insight. This can happen at nearly any time. Recognizing and taking advantage 
of these moments is paramount to helping students grasp key concepts. Keep your 
learning objectives clearly in mind as each activity unfolds.

Make the experiences as authentic as possible.

Experiential Exercises require your students’ trust and a bit of risk 
taking on your part. You need to bring considerable creativity to 
the task; a key ingredient for success is tapping into the performer 

within you. Think of these activities as interactive theater, and have fun acting, 
preparing your classroom, readying props, and adding special effects. Following 
are five ways you can make Experiential Exercises so authentic that your students 
will not forget what they learned.

Keep a straight face when appropriate. When you tell students you have lost 
some of their quizzes from the previous day (to emulate the losses of bank deposi­
tors during the Depression), or tell students they must purchase needed quiz 
handouts at 10 cents per page (to drive home the concept of taxation without rep­
resentation), you must maintain a serious demeanor. If you show amusement,  
students will catch on to the activity, and the impact of the lesson will be lost.

Assume an appropriate persona. Some Experiential Exercises require you to 
assume a certain persona, and most include a bit of dramatic presentation on your 
part. For example, during an activity in which students analyze Stalinist propa­
ganda posters to discover the benefits of socialist rule, you play the part of  
a Communist party leader enthusiastically challenging students to learn about life 
under Stalin’s rule. At the same time, you punish any student caught expressing 
dissident opinions. So whether the activity calls for a dramatic reading to set the 
tone or a feigned emotion to elicit student responses, let out the actor in you to 
create a memorable moment for your students.
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Whether the activity calls 
for a dramatic reading to 
set the tone, a straight face 
to conceal a rigged game, 
or a feigned emotion to 
elicit student responses, let 
out the actor in you.

“The closer my Experiential 
Exercises are to reality, 
the more my students like 
them. Now I don’t hesitate 
to bring in props to really 
give the kids a memorable 
experience.”

— High School Teacher
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Ham it up. You may be surprised at how contagious your enthusiasm can be. 
During the dot activity (re-creating the fears of the McCarthy era), you need to 
fuel the feelings of suspicion and paranoia by your own exaggerated behavior as 
you warn students to be very careful whom they trust. Students will revel in your 
example, resulting in a more authentic experience for all.

Use simple props and costumes. Most classes are filled with potential props. 
Desks can become mountains; butcher paper can turn into transportation routes; 
pieces of cloth can become costumes, national flags, or blankets aboard an immi­
grant ship. Some teachers even ask students to bring appropriate props from home. 
Props can add creativity, authenticity, and a sense of playfulness that helps engage 
and center students’ attention.

Use music and sound effects. Students who have strong musical intelligence will 
appreciate any attempt you make to reinforce content through music and other 
sounds. Sounds of loud manufacturing machines inside a factory make students’ 
experience on the “assembly line” more real; sounds of gunfire heighten students’ 
experience in the “trenches” of World War I; protest songs sung by women help 
capture the spirit of their calls for reform. “Music memory” will help students 
remember concepts and events long after you turn off the CD player or stop  
singing.

Students will appreciate 
your willingness to “ham 
it up,” resulting in a more 
authentic experience for all.

Students find Experiential 
Exercises unusual and fun.  
Simple togas add to the 
authenticity of an activity 
related to ancient Greece.
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Allow students to express their feelings  
immediately after the experience. 

Experiential Exercises create rich, memorable experiences. If 
meaningful learning is to occur, these activities must be skillfully 

debriefed so that students can talk about their feelings and relate their experiences 
to the relevant concepts. Before trying to connect the activity and the concept, 
allow students to focus on the affect of their experience. Prompt their discussion 
with a single question: What feelings did you experience during this activity? This 
question serves three purposes:

1.	 Students are encouraged to iden-
tify and articulate their feelings. 
Some students, particularly those 
with weak intrapersonal intelli­
gence, have difficulty identifying, 
describing, and sometimes deal­
ing with their feelings. Focusing 
the initial portion of the class 
discussion on the affect of an 
Experiential Exercise helps all  
students better understand how 
they reacted.

2.	Students are able to share their 
feelings in the proper environ-
ment. In a cooperative, tolerant 
classroom (discussed further in 
Part 2), students feel comfortable 
sharing freely and honestly how 
they felt and reacted. If you neglect 
to encourage this sharing dur​ing 
class time, students’ emotions may 
spill out in other classes or even 
at home, where the “teachable 
moment” is lost.

3.	 Students know that their reactions are acceptable. Letting students discuss 
their feelings without judgment sends them a strong message: it is okay to have 
and share powerful emotions. This validation will set the foundation for the 
rest of the debriefing. 
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Help students identify, 
articulate, and share their 
feelings in the proper  
environment.

“Tell me, I’ll forget. Teach 
me, I’ll remember. Involve 
me, I’ll understand.”

— Ancient Proverb
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Ask carefully sequenced questions to help  
students make connections between their  
experience and key concepts or events.

Once students have discussed their feelings, they are ready to find 
the connections between the Experiential Exercise and the corresponding social 
studies concepts. This is best done with a series of carefully sequenced questions, 
spiraling from basic to higher-order thinking skills. 

The questions should be carefully crafted to help students discover concepts and 
reach conclusions on their own; resist the temptation to offer your analysis until 
students have been encouraged to draw their own conclusions. Answering the 
questions yourself robs students of the opportunity. 

The following series of questions shows how you might debrief an assembly-line 
activity that simulated the physical, mental, and emotional stress of working on an 
assembly line: 

•	 What feelings did you experience during this activity?
•	 Describe the kind of work you did on the assembly line.
•	 What made assembly-line work difficult? What made it desirable?
•	 How did you cope with the repetition?
•	 How do you feel about the product you were making?
•	 How do you think turn-of-the-century assembly-line workers felt about  

their jobs?
•	 Why do you think factory owners used the assembly line as a method  

of production?
•	 What are the positive aspects of mass production? the negative aspects?
•	 In what ways do you think this activity was similar to real assembly lines?
•	 In what ways do you think this activity was different from real assembly lines?
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Be intentional about help-
ing students grasp the  
differences between the 
classroom activity and 
the social studies concept 
or event it parallels. This 
student is completing a 
T-chart comparing the 
classroom activity to  
historical reality.
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A skillfully facilitated discussion centering on these questions has powerful 
results. Students can intelligently discuss the substantive issues surrounding  
the rise of industrialism—the drudgery of assembly-line work, the alienation  
of workers from the final product, the expediency and efficiency of mass produc­
tion, the benefits of standardized products—for an entire period. And this all 
occurs as an introduction, before they have ever read about, heard a lecture on,  
or viewed a movie about the Industrial Revolution.

Notice that the last two questions ask students to compare how the experience 
was both like and unlike reality. As students explore how Experiential Exercises 
compare to real life, they begin to see the differences in magnitude, scope, and 
seriousness between the classroom activity and historical reality. Failing to  
confront these differences after the assembly-line activity would trivialize the 
experience of workers during the Industrial Revolution. And neglecting to make 
comparisons to real life after an Experiential Exercises runs the risk that students 
will underestimate the complexities of the concept or event they are exploring.

“The most important part 
of an Experiential Exercise 
is what happens after the 
experience. That is when 
I have to skillfully help my 
students make connections 
between the activity and 
the concept we are learning. 
Without this, much of the 
learning can be lost.”

— Middle School Teacher
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Steps at a Glance
Use writing to help 
your students learn key 
social studies concepts. 

Give students rich 
experiences to write 
about. 

Have students record 
their ideas, thoughts, 
and feelings in prewrit-
ing activities. 

Provide students with 
authentic writing 
assignments. 

Guide students through 
the writing process.

Introduction

Have you ever given your students what you thought was an engaging writing  
assignment, only to find they responded with shallow, poorly organized,  
incoherent prose? Take, for example, the history teacher who asked his students 
to write a short essay comparing various methods African Americans used 
to achieve equal rights in the United States. He believed that after listening to 
some lectures and discussions, reading the textbook, and completing several 
worksheets, students would have plenty to write about. Their essays, however, 
lacked substance, creativity, and detail. What had gone wrong? 

In truth, this writing assignment and its predictable, disappointing outcomes 
might be found in any classroom. A new approach to writing is vital. To  
write forcefully and in detail about social studies topics, students need  
interactive experiences about which to write. In the TCI Approach, the Writing 
for Understanding strategy taps into students’ multiple abilities so that all 
learners—even those with lesser linguistic skills—have something memorable 
to write about. Purposeful writing assignments motivate students to write with 
style and meaning. Before asking students to write about the methods used 

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Writing for Understanding
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by African Americans to achieve equality in the United States, for example, the 
history teacher mentioned above could have asked them to become “experts” on 
Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. First, his students might have read pri­
mary and secondary source accounts of both men’s views and analyzed images 
about key events in their lives. Then, his students could have assumed the roles 
of the two figures and debated the effectiveness of different methods for achiev­
ing equality. Finally, he could have had students write a dialogue between the two 
men that reflected their differing viewpoints. With time to record their thoughts, 
reactions, and feelings along the way, and with clear expectations for writing the 
dialogue, his students would have written more forcefully and with greater depth.

Use writing to help your students learn  
key social studies concepts.

Writing for Understanding activities will improve both your stu­
dents’ understanding of key social studies concepts and their writ­

ing ability. In the conventional social studies classroom, writing is used almost 
exclusively for assessment. While it is valuable to have students demonstrate what 
they learn through essays, test questions, or position papers, writing assignments 
should also be used to facilitate learning. The TCI Approach considers writing not 
as an end itself, but an access to learning. In addition to helping students learn 
content, Writing for Understanding activities help build strong expository writing 
skills that will serve students throughout their lives. This is why:

Writing challenges students to clarify, organize, and express what they have 
learned. When asked to verbalize their understanding of a social studies issue, 
students often respond with vague, unorganized thoughts. Requiring students to 
put their thoughts in writing challenges them to form their thoughts into explicit, 
detailed, and tangible ideas. After a study of the aftermath of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, for example, students might have a general opinion about the 
effect on the present-day condition of African Americans. But an assignment to  
write a letter to Frederick Douglass about the issue—citing historical and contem­
porary evidence—forces students to clarify their ideas, organize 
what they have learned, and express their ideas coherently. 

Writing requires students to analyze and synthesize. Writing 
leads students into higher-level thinking skills, where they draw 
conclusions, make connections between events or concepts, and 
develop informed opinions. Through written work, students are 
better able to analyze specific events or concepts and to synthesize 
a large body of information. At the conclusion of a unit on the 
Great Depression, for example, students might look at poverty in 
the United States today. They could analyze pictures of individuals 
living in poverty, examine data on current economic trends, and 
synthesize their knowledge of the Depression, the New Deal, and 
contemporary conditions by writing a coherent plan, suggesting a 
course of action to alleviate poverty in America.
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“Through lots of different 
types of writing assign-
ments I realized that  
history is something that 
we need to understand by 
asking ‘why’ and ‘how.’”

— High School Student

When students strive to 
shape their thoughts into  
a coherent piece of writing, 
they are led to a greater 
understanding of the  
content.
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Writing enables students to reach deeper understanding as they draw on previ-
ous learning for supporting details. Too often, students make generalizations 
or express opinions without having any supporting details or facts. Having stu­
dents write about the content they are learning is an excellent way to teach them 
the value of supporting their arguments with solid evidence and precise details. 
Writing a position paper on whether European colonization benefited or hurt 
Africa, for example, forces students to analyze what they have learned and to for­
mulate an argument, supported with historical detail.

Ownership of written products motivates students to excel. Students will invest 
more time and energy in learning social studies when they are challenged to write 
creatively about the content. If you encourage your students to develop their indi­
vidual voices, their writing will become a form of self-expression rather than just a 
chronicle of facts or a regurgitation of textbook content. While learning about the 
plight of Chinese immigrants who were detained on Angel Island, students may 
view slides, listen to primary source accounts of life in the detention center, and 
read some of the actual poetry Chinese immigrants wrote on the walls of the pro­
cessing center. Students could then go on to write and illustrate their own poems 
describing the experiences and feelings of detainees on Angel Island. 

The writing process compels students to refine their ideas. Navigating the steps of 
the writing process—brainstorming, writing rough drafts, revising, and editing— 
requires students to practice focused thinking and precise expression. Whereas the  
spoken word is transitory, a written idea can be reviewed, revised, and embellished.  
The process of writing a polished, well-supported piece leads to greater under­
standing of a topic. When students reflect on the Lewis and Clark journey, they 
assume the role of William Clark and write a journal entry in first person present  
tense, as if they were there. Prompted by a word bank of key terms that Clark 
himself used, students write a first draft, share and critique their drafts in small 
groups, and then refine their work, finally comparing it with Clark’s own journal. 
In the process, they become immersed in the day-to-day experiences of that time.

Students “experience” the 
Lewis and Clark expedition 
as they examine primary 
source materials—maps, 
illustrations,  and Clark’s 
own journal entries—to  
create their own account  
of life on the new frontier.

“When a writing assign-
ment is compelling enough 
for students to care about, 
inspired writing follows.”

— Middle School Teacher
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Give students rich experiences  
to write about.

In the conventional classroom, students generally do 
not have much to say about the social studies content 

they are taught. Essays, position papers, and test answers often lack 
detail, and they rarely exhibit any original style or creative expres­
sion. At best, student writing efforts tend to be a simple summation 
of memorized vocabulary and facts.

To facilitate powerful writing in your classroom, you need to give 
students a variety of memorable, interactive experiences on which to 
base their writing. These activities must tap into the multiple intel­
ligences to give all learners, even those with lesser linguistic skills, 
something to say. As students participate in these activities—wheth­
er viewing powerful images, role playing, discussing complex issues, 
or acting out key events—they develop ideas and form opinions 
before they begin writing. Here are two examples of activities that 
prepare and inspire students to write:

In Ancient Athens  Students take a “walking tour” of Athens during its Golden 
Age. During their tour, they visit and read about six sites in the city as they 
explore various features of ancient Greek culture. At the temple in Delphi, stu­
dents discover how Greek mythology influenced modern-day language. At the 
Parthenon, they design a new temple for the acropolis and discover the influence 
of Greek architecture in today’s western culture. In the marble shop, they recon­
struct Greek sculptures. At the Theater of Dionysus, students practice and write 
parts for Greek drama. They converse with Socrates at the agora. They also  
“participate” in the pentathlon at the Panathenaic Games. Afterward, students  
create an illustrated scrapbook describing what they have learned.
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Students are anxious to 
write after they assume  
the roles of labor and  
management to argue about 
working conditions in a  
factory during the Industrial 
Revolution. From their expe-
rience, they have a wealth  
of ideas to draw from.

Visiting sites on a walking 
tour of Athens during its 
Golden Age provides  
students with rich experi-
ences to inspire their  
writing. Here, students  
prepare a Greek drama at 
the Theater of Dionysus.
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America in the 1960s  Students explore the cultural rift between the American 
mainstream and the counterculture during the 1960s. First, working in pairs, 
students read about these two groups. Then, as a class, they discuss the historical 
influences and values of the mainstream and counterculture, and students  
complete a T-chart to highlight the contrasts. Next, students assume the roles of 
representatives from the mainstream or the counterculture and respond to a series 
of prompts as they “talk out” six topics: fashion, communal living, political activ­
ism, sexuality, music, and drugs. After a class discussion about the rift between 
the two groups, students write an editorial stating whether they believe the effects 
of the counterculture on American society were positive or negative.

Have students record their ideas, thoughts, and 
feelings in prewriting activities.  

Prewriting activities are essential if students are to write effectively. 
No matter what the topic, they need to start by gathering a wealth 

of concrete details. With the TCI Approach, you can easily combine prewriting 
activities with interactive experiences, allowing students to generate the specific 
ideas they need. For example, suppose students have just completed a role play that 
simulates discrimination. Immediately after the experience, give students time to 
write down all their reactions, feelings, and reflections. In no time, they will have 
the specific ideas they need for their writing. Other engaging ways to help students 
generate ideas are to have them role-play dialogues between figures; participate in 
panel discussions to explore different viewpoints on controversial issues; examine 
historical photos, illustrations, or art; or listen to music that represents a particu­
lar concept, period, or event. 

Once students have the ideas, they must organize and plan their writing. Here are 
examples of several effective methods for organizing social studies ideas:

Structured Matrices and Charts  Arranging their thoughts in a simple matrix 
or chart helps students see the relationships among ideas. In a lesson on how the 
Communist Revolution affected village life, for example, students examine seven 
sets of artifacts and written information about Liu Ling, a village in Shaanxi  

province. They record notes in a matrix, organized by 
aspects of life—standard of living, work, health and 
hygiene, and marriage—before and after the revolu­
tion. This prewriting enables students to organize their 
thoughts before they assume the role of a villager and 
write a journal about their post-revolutionary life in Liu 
Ling in 1962.

Venn Diagrams  Another prewriting tool for organizing 
ideas is the Venn diagram. It is useful for recording ideas 
for purposes of comparison, such as in a lesson about 
the differing viewpoints of Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Malcolm X, and the methods African Americans used to 
achieve equal rights in the United States. Students com­
plete the diagram by writing unique characteristics of 
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Get It While It’s Fresh

Ask students to begin 
writing during or immedi-
ately after an Experiential 
Exercise or other multiple-
intelligence task. When 
they write in the midst of 
a classroom experience, 
their writing takes on the 
emotions of the moment 
and will be filled with  
richer detail.

Students record a variety 
of rich details—information, 
ideas, feelings, and impres-
sions—as they prepare 
to create autobiographic 
sketches written from 
the perspective of people 
affected by the Depression.
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each leader in the appropriate section and characteristics common to both leaders 
in the center section. The completed diagram provides a wealth of information for 
students as they write a dialogue between King and Malcolm X.

Postcards  Having students record on “postcards” their initial impressions of 
what they are learning is an effective way to prepare them for writing a more sub­
stantive letter. For example, as students “tour” Mexico City by viewing images and 
visiting sites, they record information, observations, and impressions on postcards 
of each site. Their postcards detail their discoveries about the history, culture, 
neighborhoods, and environment of Mexico City. This becomes the basis for a  
letter in which they summarize what they learned on the tour.

Provide students with authentic writing  
assignments.

While traditional essays and position papers are appropriate for 
some topics, asking students to write in other genres promotes 

experimentation and makes their writing more exciting and novel. There is often 
more authenticity in their work, and a greater sense of purpose, when students 
write dialogues, poetry, stories, newspaper eulogies, speeches, or letters. When 
a writing assignment is compelling enough for students to care about, inspired 
writing almost always follows. The following forms of writing will challenge your 
students to write creatively while still reflecting on the concepts being taught. 

Dialogues  Have students write a dialogue that highlights 
the opposing viewpoints of two figures. Dialogues should 
be written in a conversational tone and include the salient 
points for each speaker. For example, students might write 
a dialogue between a turn-of-the-century worker and her 
boss that focuses not only on typical workers’ grievances 
(long hours, low pay, unsafe working conditions), but also 
on management’s concerns (competition, low productiv­
ity, worker absenteeism). Other suitable pairs for a dia­
logue would be a Loyalist and a Patriot in 1776, a Japanese 
courtier and a samurai warrior, Thomas Hobbes and John 
Locke, Harriet Tubman and John C. Calhoun, a present-day 
Democrat and Republican, or a property developer and a 
conservationist. 

Eulogies  Students can broaden their understanding of the past by writing eulo­
gies that extol the virtues of a prominent historical figure or civilization. Eulogies 
should be written in formal language; they include a brief summary of the person 
(or civilization), an elaboration of that person’s legacy, and a conclusion about 
how the achievements of that person still affect the world today. A eulogy to the 
Roman Empire, for example, would include a summary of the accomplishments of 
the Roman Empire and a list of how those accomplishments are seen in the world 
today. Other people and civilizations for whom students could write eulogies 
include Kublai Khan, Hiawatha, Abraham Lincoln, Susan B. Anthony, Socrates, 
the Soviet Union, and the Mayan civilization.
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In this Writing for 
Understanding activity,  
student pairs re-create 
an argument between a 
Loyalist and a Patriot and 
then write a dialogue  
based on their discussion.
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Hero/Wanted Poster  To focus on controversial figures, have students create a 
Hero/Wanted poster that both praises and criticizes a figure. Each poster should 
have an illustration, background information, and lists of the person’s accomplish­
ments and “crimes.” Students will use critical thinking skills as they explore dual 
perspectives. For example, a poster of Hernán Cortés would list his accomplish­
ments in one place (expanded the Spanish empire; behaved courageously in battle) 
and his alleged crimes in another (was a traitor and marauder; killed many Aztecs 
and destroyed most Aztec cultural traditions). Other poster candidates include 
Ghengis Khan, Martin Luther, Alexander the Great, Joseph Stalin, Mao Tse Tung, 
Huey Long, and Indira Gandhi.

Journal Entries  Show students how to write journal entries that bring events to 
life. Encourage students to adopt a narrative format that uses (insofar as possible) 
the colloquial language of the time or place. Each entry should include the cor­
rect date and a detailed account of the figure’s feelings and experiences. Use visual 
or musical prompts to give students ideas. For example, for their journal entries 
about the Lewis and Clark expedition, students might start with illustrations from 
William Clark’s own journal and a map detailing the journey’s route. Before writ­
ing a slave journal, they examine a story quilt stitched by a slave in the 1880s and 
listen to a spiritual. Other ideas for journal writing include reflections from a 
17th-century British journalist on social life in the American colonies, a journal 
from a participant in the French Revolution, and excerpts from the diary of a civil 
rights activist who participated in the Freedom March.

Letters  Challenge students to write letters that convey, to a particular audience, 
the feelings of a key figure. Encourage them to use descriptive narrative and to 
integrate as much detailed, accurate information about the event as possible. You 
can motivate students with prewriting activities that make them feel as though 
they have witnessed the event. During a unit on World War I, for example, place 

students on the floor between rows 
of desks representing trenches, and 
show a series of images depicting the 
horrors of warfare on Europe’s west­
ern front. As they are in the trenches, 
have them write two letters home, one 
to their family and one to a trusted 
friend. For other historical settings, they 
might adopt personas such as an Arab 
traveler writing home about a visit to 
Timbuktu, Dorothea Lange writing to 
President Roosevelt about victims of the 
Depression, or a bomber pilot writing 
home about dropping an atomic bomb 
on Hiroshima.

Students write letters home 
from the trenches, describ-
ing the living conditions, 
the rigorous lifestyle, and 
the physical and emotional  
trauma of trench warfare.

“My students’ letters from 
the trenches were so rich 
with emotion and detail 
that I was almost brought 
to tears as I read them.”

— High School Teacher
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Newspaper Editorial  Help students understand bias by assigning them to write 
an editorial about an event. Editorials should clearly state their position on the 
issue, use language that reflects the bias of the newspaper, and contain support­
ing evidence. For example, students might assume the role of an Islamic editorial 
writer commenting on the Crusades—seen not as a holy war, but as a military 
invasion of Islamic territory and as a calculated war of genocide against the 
Muslims. Other opinion pieces might include an editorial for a South Carolina 
newspaper on the eve of the Civil War, an editorial on the Boston Tea Party for a 
colonial newspaper, and an editorial on the Reformation for a Catholic newspaper.

Interviews  Encourage students to interview real individuals and to write oral 
histories. Prepare students by conducting a mock interview in class, asking well-
conceived, thoughtful questions. Then have students make a list of 20–30 ques­
tions to ask their interviewee. After the interview, their write-ups should include 
an introduction to the interviewee, direct quotes and paraphrasing from the 
interview, and an analysis of the interviewee’s perspective. One powerful oral his­
tory topic for today’s students is the Vietnam War. Require them to identify some­
one who was affected by the war—such as a protestor, a conscientious objector, a 
soldier, a parent of a soldier, a local politician—and then ask questions like these: 
What do you remember about the war? How did it affect you personally? How did 
the war change our nation? Other topics for oral histories include World War II, 
the civil rights movement, the Cold War, recent immigrants, the Gulf War, and 
presidential elections.

Poetry and Song Lyrics  These genres encourage students to 
write about topics, events, or specific groups with empathy and 
emotion. It is best to assign a specific style of poetry or song lyric, 
and ask students to use descriptive, evocative language while still 
making direct references to the topic. For example, after viewing 
images about the internment of Japanese Americans during World 
War II, challenge students to write haiku from the perspective 
of those interned. Other possibilities include illuminated poems 
about medieval Europe, an acrostic poem about Montezuma, lyr­
ics to a corrido (folk song) about the Mexicano heritage in the 
Southwest, or a biographical poem to celebrate the accomplish­
ments of an important Renaissance figure.

Position Papers  Teach students how to write position papers, taking a definitive 
stand on controversial issues. Position papers should include an introduction 
framing a controversial issue, a clear statement of the student’s position, supporting  
evidence, compelling arguments against the opposing viewpoint, and a persuasive 
conclusion. For example, students might write that the grievances aired in the late 
19th century by women reformers at Seneca Falls have not been redressed today. 
As evidence, they might include the fact that women earn less than men do, do 
more housework, and still hold only a small percentage of management positions. 
Other position papers might address whether the United States should be praised 
or condemned for its actions in the Cold War, whether Africa benefited from 
European colonialism, or whether Russians were better off under communism.

“Oral histories have been a 
tremendous success with my  
students. Initially, students 
are reluctant and a little 
scared to take the risk to 
interview someone. But 
after they talk to someone 
and record original  
historical findings, they  
produce fabulous writing 
and have a real sense of 
accomplishment.”

— High School Teacher

A high school student wrote 
this haiku in response to 
images of desert intern-
ment camps for Japanese 
Americans during World  
War II.



64    Bring Learning Alive!

Guide students through the writing process.

 Once students have completed a prewriting activity in which they 
gathered several ideas and details, they are ready to move through 
the rest of the writing process. They start with your precise guide­

lines, write a first draft, receive peer feedback, revise and edit their rough draft, 
and finally write their final drafts. This investment in time yields powerful writ­
ing and increased learning. Here are the steps to follow:

1.	 Give clear expectations and precise guidelines for writing assignments. 
Confusion is a major obstacle to coherent writing. Give your students a hand­
out that clearly states guidelines and deadlines for all parts of the assignment. 
Nothing will help them more to translate their fragmented thoughts into a 
coherent piece of writing than this vital step.

2.	Have students write a first draft. Once students finish collecting and listing 
their ideas, have them experiment with an organizational structure in a rough 
draft. Stress that while this draft does not have to be polished, it must be well 
organized and complete. Quickly review their drafts and note any suggestions.

3.	 Use peer-feedback groups. Arrange students in heterogeneous groups of three 
or four. Before students move into groups, emphasize that feedback should be 
honest, constructive, and specific. Each student in a group should use a pen 
or pencil of a different color. Students exchange papers with someone else in 
the group. When a student receives another’s paper, she writes her name in the 
upper-right corner, marks any problems, makes any comments, and passes the 
paper to another group member. When the author gets his paper back, he will 
know who made which suggestions, enabling him to seek further clarification 
as he writes his final draft. 

In peer-feedback groups, 
students react to one 
another’s papers. Writers 
use this feedback as they 
revise their rough drafts.

S T E P

5



Writing for Understanding    65

Guidelines for Writing a Slave Journal Entry

Imagine you are a slave who helped create a story quilt about slavery that 
is similar to the one your class created. Write an entry in your journal 
that explains how the quilt represents your experience as a slave. Your 
journal entry must include these things:

• 	 A date and location, such as November 4, 1853, Johnson Plantation, 
South Carolina.

• 	 An introduction explaining how you and other slaves created the story 
quilt, including details about yourself and the slaves who assisted you. 
Include the names of the other slaves.

• 	 An explanation of at least four quilt squares. Explain how the symbols 
and words on the quilt represent aspects of slave life.

• 	 At least eight of these words: hope, music, dance, religion, hot, cotton, 
running away, family, cabin, banjo, fear, pride, encourage, resist, pain, 
whip, master, food, clothing, togetherness.

•	 Two statements to future generations that explain what you think is 
most important to remember about slavery.

4.	Require students to make revisions. Students should use the feedback they 
received from you and their peers to revise and improve their original drafts.

5.	 Have students edit their final drafts. Before they turn in their final drafts, 
require students to have their papers edited by someone else: a classmate, a  
parent, or another teacher. Remind students that if their editor finds many 
errors, they must rewrite the paper. Minor changes can be made directly on  
the final draft.

Precise directions for  
writing double as a simple, 
ready-made rubric for the 
basic requirements of a 
writing assignment.
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Introduction 

Imagine being a history teacher, intent on conducting a class discussion about 
whether equality exists for women today in politics, employment, and educa­
tion. Is the discussion dominated by one or two confident students, while the 
rest listen passively? When you call on other students to draw them in, do you 
get just a few words in response? Social studies teachers know that being able  
to share and understand different points of view is essential. Dynamic class 
discussion cultivates different points of view and inspires critical thinking. In 
many classrooms, however, in-depth, lively, and high-quality class discussions 
are rare. Many students simply lack the knowledge or the confidence to  
participate.

Response Group activities, another strategy of the TCI Approach, are a way  
to sidestep the problems inherent in class discussion. Students first work in 
small groups with thought-provoking resources—perhaps viewing compelling  
images, reading primary sources, or listening to music—and then discuss 
related critical thinking questions among themselves. After the small-group 
discussion, a single presenter shares the group’s findings with the entire class. 
Because students have the time to examine the resources closely and the  
comfort of trying out their ideas in a small group, everyone is prepared to 
articulate answers, and their responses are longer and more detailed than  
during conventional class discussions.

1

2

3

4

5

Steps at a Glance
Challenge students to 
discuss controversial 
and complex issues 
in small groups.

Create heterogeneous 
groups and a  
suitable classroom  
arrangement. 

Prepare students to 
answer provocative  
critical thinking  
questions.

Allow groups time  
to prepare their 
responses. 

Facilitate a lively  
class discussion. 

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Response Group
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Challenge students to discuss controversial and 
complex issues in small groups.

Working in Response Groups helps students grapple with the  
ambiguities of issues in social studies, recognize the complexity  

of historical events, and discuss the consequences of public policies. Response 
Group activities are most effective when you challenge students to do the  
following:

Discuss controversial issues.  Many social studies issues are provocative and 
controversial, motivating students to argue and debate. Response Groups help 
students prepare for such debate. During a lesson on the impact of the civil rights 
movement on current issues, for example, you might provide images and second­
ary source materials that prompt students to debate such controversial civil rights 
issues as busing and affirmative action. Similarly, images of medieval serfs and 
photographs depicting homeless people today could inspire students to debate 
which group had better living conditions and what implications that might have 
for modern government policies regarding homelessness. 

Analyze primary source readings to make discoveries.  A key social studies 
objective is teaching students to draw conclusions about issues or events from 
reading primary source documents. These readings are often difficult. In 
Response Groups, students work together to decipher their meaning. For example, 
students might compare Justinian’s Code of Law from Byzantium to parts of the 
Penal Code, discussing the relative merits of each and discovering the influence of 
Justinian’s Code on America’s current legal structure. Or, group members might 
read about Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson, and be challenged to use 
their knowledge to attribute quotes to one of the two statesmen.

Solve a historical problem.  Students are motivated to learn 
when they are allowed to develop their own solutions to real 
problems. When you give students the context of a historical 
dilemma—events leading to the issue, the basis of the problem, 
possible courses of action—and allow them to determine a 
solution, they feel a sense of ownership. By becoming involved 
in the history this way, students want to know what really hap­
pened. To learn about the Cuban missile crisis, for example, 
Response Groups could undertake a simulation of the tense 
situation President Kennedy faced in October 1962. Groups 
analyze an aerial photo of the missile sites in Cuba and receive 
information about Cuba’s proximity to the United States, the 
existence of American medium-range missiles in Turkey, and 
Kennedy’s desire to keep missiles out of Cuba. They consider 
five possible courses of action that Kennedy might take, and 
rank the relative merits of each. After debating what Kennedy 
should have done, the class learns what actually happened. 
After this experience, students are eager for the opportunity 
​to analyze Kennedy’s actions.

The ambiguity of political 
cartoons such as this one 
makes for intense Response 
Group discussions.

“The discussion was imme-
diate and animated. 
Students could hardly  
wait to share their ideas.” 

— Middle School Teacher

S T E P
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Use musical-rhythmic intelligence to better understand a historical period. 
Music can foster a deeper understanding of the attitudes, values, and issues of an 
era. This often-overlooked resource could be featured, for instance, in a lesson  
on changing attitudes toward the Civil War. Response Groups listen to four songs 
that offer strikingly different views. The first three (“Johnny Is My Darling,” 
“Bonnie Blue Flag,” and “Marching Song of the First of Arkansas”) show the  
similarities and differences in how Northerners, Southerners, and African 
Americans perceived the war at its outset; the final song (“Tenting Tonight”)  
provides a soldier’s point of view on the brutality and inhumanity of the war. 

Students go into the class discussion prepared to talk 
about how perspective and time changed people’s 
attitudes toward the war, and how the songs reflect 
these changes.

Understand multiple perspectives on an issue or 
event.  To enable students to understand several 
perspectives, have groups assume the roles of  
different figures commenting on events or situations.  
As students discuss issues from different points of 
view, they begin to appreciate the complexity of 
social studies. For example, to examine various  
perspectives on colonial rebellion, each Response 
Group assumes the role of a historical figure—
Samuel Adams, Crispus Attucks, John Dickenson, 
Abigail Adams, King George III, Thomas 
Hutchinson. Groups respond in character to events 
pictured in paintings: the Boston Massacre, the 
Boston Tea Party, and the tar and feathering of a  
tax collector. As they voice and hear a wide array  
of perspectives, students are awakened to the  
complexity of colonial rebellion.

Use visual literacy skills to make discoveries.  
Working in Response Groups, students can make 
important discoveries through their visual-spatial 

intelligence. Pictures, paintings, illustrations, and maps are sometimes the best 
documents to convey concepts. For example, to teach about the family values of 
middle-class America in the 1950s and early 1960s, you might provide pictures 
from three popular television shows from the era, such as “Hazel,” “I Love Lucy,” 
and “Father Knows Best.” By examining the images, groups determine what family 
values were reflected in the shows. This evokes rich class discussion on the values 
of the era and leads students to examine the impact of the media in shaping  
contemporary social values.

Tap into students’ musical-
rhythmic intelligence by  
encouraging them to 
respond to appropriate 
period pieces that capture 
the attitudes, values, and 
issues of a historical era.



Response Group    69

Create heterogeneous groups and a suitable 
classroom arrangement.

Suitable groupings and classroom setup are both important to suc­
cessful Response Group activities. You need to spend some up-front 

time creating mixed-ability teams of students and teaching them how to arrange 
themselves quickly and efficiently for groupwork. Follow these guidelines to pre­
pare for and to kick off a Response Group activity:

1.	 Carefully form groups before the activity begins.  Try to put students with a 
variety of abilities and characteristics in each group. Also consider the subject 
matter. For example, if the topic is an exploration of cultural or gender issues, 
you would want to consider ethnic or gender diversity when you form groups. 
Be intentional about your group selection.

2.	Make an overhead transparency of the seating arrangement.  Make a dia­
gram showing the classroom arrangement for Response Groups, similar to the 
diagram shown below. List group members’ names by each cluster of desks so 
that students know where to sit and who is in their group.

3.	 Explain the importance of the seating arrangement.  Students need to under­
stand the importance of desk arrangement for these activities. Make explicit 
the goal of the arrangement: to allow all students to see the overhead and to 
interact with group members and fellow classmates at the same time.

Have students arrange their 
desks so they can see the 
overhead and interact with 
their group and the entire 
class. Create heterogeneous 
groups of three or four to 
enliven discussion.

Classroom Arrangement:  
Have Patience

Recognize that an effective 
classroom arrangement for 
Response Groups—where 
students can easily talk to 
one another and see the 
projected images—is dif-
ficult for students to set 
up quickly. Be patient, but 
expect your students to 
get it right. 

S T E P
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4.	Have students practice moving into Response Groups.  Students—even high 
school students—must be taught how to move into groups, especially into a 
unique arrangement like this. You might conduct a “Desk Olympics” to teach 
them to move desks quickly and safely (see page 143). Consider asking three 
volunteers to demonstrate both inefficient and efficient movement into a group.
Challenge students to discover ways they can move more quickly, such as put­
ting the desks around them in the correct formation before they move into their 
groups, gesturing appropriately to indicate who should go where, and being 
considerate as they race around the room to get into position.

5.	 Wait until all groups are precisely arranged to begin the activity.  Waiting for 
groups to be in proper formation sends a clear message: Exact group configura­
tion is important for facilitating an effective discussion.

Prepare students to answer provocative  
critical thinking questions.

Everyone can remember taking part in a heated discussion over an 
unusual news event, controversial song lyrics, or a distressing human 

dilemma. The passion you feel during such moments is what every social studies 
teacher hopes to create during class discussions. Fostering such lively discussion 
among your students requires two kinds of preparation. First, you need to give 
them something exciting to discuss and enough background information to dis­
cuss it with intelligence. Then, you need to pose subjective questions that create 
intellectual tension, invite controversy, and require students to analyze, synthesize, 
compare, discover, and hypothesize. 

How to Provide Students with Inspiring Resources 
and Needed Information  To engage in meaningful, 
high-level discussions, students must have either sufficient 
background knowledge or exceptionally rich resources 
that prompt their critical thinking. To ensure success in 
Response Group activities, you must provide any needed 
background information quickly so that students can 
spend the bulk of their time grappling with critical think­
ing questions. Following are several ways to do this.

Give a mini-lecture.  Often the most expedient way to 
prepare students for high-level discussion is through a 
brief lecture, especially for a relatively simple concept 
or event. In an activity about the relocation of Japanese 
Americans during World War II, for example, you might 
lecture about the government’s rationale for the intern­
ment of Japanese Americans before students, in Response 
Groups, examine visual images and discuss related ques­
tions. Mini-lectures must be succinct—no more than 5 
minutes per question—and focus solely on information 
students need in order to answer the high-level questions.

“Before I used this strategy, 
I had a couple of classes 
in which class discussion 
primarily meant a dialogue 
between a few of my vocal 
male students and me. Since 
I’ve been using Response 
Groups, however, all of my 
students get involved. I’m 
hearing ideas and opinions 
I never knew existed.” 

— High School Teacher

Compelling primary source 
images challenge students 
to evaluate the decision to 
place Japanese in internment 
camps during World War II.
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Provide students with appropriate readings.  Interesting readings can prepare 
students for discussion and provide them with a reference throughout the activity. 
This is most effective when students are discussing complex issues and need more 
substantive resources than class notes. In a lesson about the compromises made 
during the Constitutional Convention, for example, you might give students his­
torical readings that summarize the major conflicts that delegates faced. Students 
could read and refer to these summaries as they discuss possible compromises. 

Use compelling images to create understanding.  Powerful images are some­
times more effective than lectures or readings at providing background informa­
tion. With spiral questioning, you can help students discover the key information 
in such images. For example, for the simulation activity on the Cuban missile 
crisis, students start by examining an image taken from a U-2 spy plane, show­
ing Soviet missile sites in Cuba. After responding to questions about details in the 
image, the purpose of the missile sites, and President Kennedy’s reaction to them, 
most students will have the requisite knowledge to discuss critical thinking ques­
tions about the president’s choices.

Allow students to discover information on their own.  Some Response Group 
activities can be set up to allow students to make discoveries for themselves. 
These types of activities do not require in-depth background knowledge. You will 
divulge as little information as possible before the discussion begins. Instead, you 
provide students with resources, give brief instructions, and allow them to discuss 
the insights they gain from the materials. For example, in an activity on sub-
Saharan Africa, students analyze images and descriptive paragraphs that depict 
four climate zones—tropical, savanna, semiarid, and desert—to discover how 
inhabitants in each climate zone adapt to their environment to secure such neces­
sities as food, shelter, and transportation.

Allow students to use their 
discovery skills to interpret 
images without extensive 
background information. 
For example, students dis-
cuss what this photo of a 
market on the Niger River 
reveals about how people 
adapt to their environment. 

“I like to sit back and watch 
groups make discoveries on 
their own. Even though they 
don’t always come up with 
the right answer, it’s exciting 
to watch them develop their 
deductive thinking skills. 
And afterward they really 
want to know the answer.”

— Middle School Teacher
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How to Provide Provocative Critical Thinking Questions  Posing meaningful 
questions that will lead to high-level thinking is essential to good Response Group 
discussion. The following methods will prompt critical thinking and energetic  
discussion.

Ask a single, direct question.  To compare two political cartoons on the New 
Deal, for example, students might discuss this question: What is the cartoonist’s 
message in each of these political cartoons? To help students discover how New 
England colonists adapted to their environment, you might show them a detailed 
drawing of life in a Massachusetts coastal town and have them discuss this ques­
tion: Judging from this picture, in what ways did colonists in New England adapt to 
their environment?

Ask a series of related questions.  To have students speculate on the type of 
dwellings that housed various African tribes during the 10th century, for example, 
you might show images of different climatic regions and ask: What resources could 
Africans use for shelter? Of the resources available, which would make the most 
durable shelter? What environmental elements—heat, rain, wind, predators—should 
be considered in building the shelter? What do you think this shelter might look like? 

Ask students to quantify their answer on a spectrum.  After studying the Cold 
War, for example, students might consider whether certain actions of the United 
States should be praised or condemned. Students could discuss where to place 
visual icons of Cold War events—the Vietnam War, the arms race, the Bay of Pigs 
invasion, the Berlin blockade—on a spectrum between Totally Praised and Totally 
Condemned. They would have to support their opinions with historical facts.

“A good question produces  
a thousand words of  
discussion.”

— High School Teacher

Working in a small group, 
students discover how 
exciting and frustrating 
multiple perspectives can 
be as they attempt to place 
visual icons that repre-
sent U.S. involvement in 
Cold War events along a 
spectrum ranging from 
Totally Praised to Totally 
Condemned.
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Ask students to evaluate possible solutions to problems.  To resolve the conflict  
at the Constitutional Convention between large states and small states over  
representation in Congress, students might read a summary of the controversy, 
examine a map of the United States, and discuss: 

If you were delegates to the Constitutional Convention, what do you think 
would be the best way to resolve the problem of representation in Congress? 
Rank the following choices from 1 (best choice) to 4 (worst choice) and be 
prepared to defend your rankings. 
a.	 Base representation in Congress on population.
b.	 Have an equal number of members of Congress from each state.
c.	 Create a Congress with two parts. Have representation for one part based  

on a state’s population and representation for the other part based on an 
equal number of representatives per state.

d.	Redraw the boundaries of the states so that the population is equal in all 
states. Then base representation in Congress on an equal number of  
representatives per state.

Allow groups time to prepare their responses.  

In Response Groups, students have sufficient time to discuss, refine, 
and record their responses to the critical thinking questions. During 
this step, you should see high levels of interaction in the small 

groups—leading to increased gains in learning. With this type of activity, every 
student has the opportunity to comment on and share ideas—something that is 
virtually impossible in conventional class discussions. Follow these guidelines to 
inspire animated, purposeful small-group discussions:

1. Assign and rotate the role of presenter.  At the beginning of a Response Group 
activity, assign the role of presenter to one member of each group. Explain that 
this student will act as the group’s leader while the group is working on the first 
question, making sure all members share their ideas, and will act as spokesperson 
for the group in the whole-class discussion. Rotate the role of presenter for each 
critical thinking question.  

2. Have each student record answers during group  
discussion.  Provide a handout that lists all the critical 
thinking questions, and have students record answers 
for each one. Although the presenter will share the 
group’s key ideas during the whole-class discussion, 
using the handouts allows students to refine their ideas 
through writing, and also keeps everyone accountable 
for the group’s work.

3. Give groups adequate time to discuss critical think-
ing questions.  Groups generally need 3 to 7 minutes to 
discuss each critical thinking question and record their 
answers. Circulate to monitor group discussion, but 
without interrupting to interject your own opinions. 

“I like it when we get to 
pretend we are govern-
ment leaders and have to 
come up with ways to deal 
with some historical event. 
Groups argue with each 
other and before you know 
it the period’s over.”

— High School Student

Small-group discussion 
gives students the opportu-
nity to develop their ideas 
in a supportive environment 
before sharing them with 
the class.

S T E P
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Facilitate a lively class discussion.

After Response Groups have had adequate time to contemplate and 
discuss a critical thinking question or set of questions, they will be 
ready for whole-class discussion. Your students should have plenty 

of ideas they are eager to share. The challenge is to facilitate the discussion so that 
different points of view are brought forth in a lively, engaging, and civil fashion.

To begin class discussion, ask presenters from two or three groups to share their 
answers. This will likely offer the class a range of views on the question. You  
can foster intellectual debate if, rather than allowing presenters to simply give  
prepared responses, you try one or more of these approaches:

•	 Ask whether any presenters have ideas that are dramatically different from 
those already stated.

•	 Allow two presenters with very different opinions to argue their points.
•	 Ask a presenter who has not yet spoken to consider the ideas already mentioned 

and explain which point he or she most agrees or disagrees with.
•	 If the discussion brings forth only one point of view, promote deeper discussion 

by acting incredulous and arguing the unheard perspective.
•	 Challenge students to support their ideas with examples and facts.

To add a gracious note to controversial debates, you might suggest that presenters  
use phrases such as, “(Name of previous speaker), my group respectfully agrees/ 
disagrees with your group because… .”

S T E P

5
Less Is More  

Set a time limit for small-
group discussion to 
encourage purposeful, 
focused discussion. This 
creates a sense of urgency 
and helps keep students 
on task.

Lively discussion ensues 
after students have had 
time to prepare responses 
with their group members.



Response Group    75

As the activity unfolds, expect more thoughtful and longer responses from pre­
senters than you have experienced during more traditional class discussions. If 
a few presenters seem to dominate the discussion, be sure to call on a different 
group’s presenter for the next critical thinking question. 

During this whole-class discussion you will witness one of the benefits of 
Response Group activities: Discussions focus on students’ ideas, not on the  
teacher’s. During conventional discussions, teachers usually have to coax students 
into sharing ideas and often end up talking more than the students. With present­
ers prepared to articulate their groups’ ideas, discussion is often so animated that 
there is scarcely time to hear from all presenters. You are simply the facilitator, 
and will rarely have to interject your own ideas into the discussion. 

“I came in here thinking my 
views were pretty much 
planted in cement. Now 
I see that there is another 
side. The things we discuss 
actually confuse my views 
and make me think.” 

— High School Student
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Introduction

Most educators know the value of successful groupwork. When students work 
effectively in small groups, the benefits are bountiful: increased tolerance for  
others, collaborative problem solving, effective negotiation, more equitable 
interaction. But when groupwork doesn’t go smoothly, hurt feelings, unequal 
interaction, bickering, and worse are likely to be just as plentiful. 

As another key strategy of the TCI Approach, Problem Solving Groupwork 
activities teach students the skills necessary to work together successfully in 
small groups, both in the classroom and later in life. During Problem Solving 
Groupwork tasks, students sit in heterogeneously mixed groups to work on 
challenging projects, such as preparing a  historical dramatization. The projects 
are carefully designed to require the use of multiple abilities, with the idea that 
every student will be able to contribute. Within a group, each student takes a 
well-defined role—such as researcher, stage manager, director, or script writer. 
During the task, the teacher serves as a resource and checks on group progress. 
After completing their task, groups present their products to the class.

1

2

3

4

5

Steps at a Glance
Challenge students with 
engaging, multiple-
ability projects.

Prepare all students for 
successful groupwork. 

Give group members 
clearly defined roles 
and requirements. 

Give groups autonomy 
and time to prepare 
high-quality products.  

Have groups present 
their work. 

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Problem Solving Groupwork
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Challenge students with engaging,  
multiple-ability projects.

Successful groupwork tasks challenge students to use their problem 
solving skills to find innovative answers to complex problems as 

they complete engaging, multiple-ability projects. Groups might be asked to create 
a dramatic presentation about the content, to bring the ideas of an important  
figure to life, or to devise a visual metaphor that represents a key concept. 

Nothing kills the enthusiasm and meaningful interaction of a small group faster 
than a simple task with discrete answers, such as labeling physiographic land­
marks on a map or plotting the points of a line graph. You simply do not need 
four or five brains to figure out answers to factual questions. If you assign menial 
tasks, be prepared for limited engagement, discipline issues, and complaints of 
boredom. On the other hand, you do need four or five people to tackle open-end­
ed questions—challenging and engaging tasks that warrant the collective genius 
of several students and inspire them to use their best critical thinking skills.

The most successful tasks for Problem Solving Groupwork not only require  
higher-order thinking skills, but also require the input of multiple abilities.  
Too many times, groupwork collapses as some students dominate the process 
while others sit back and leave the driving to their domineering peers.  
Elizabeth Cohen and her associates at the Stanford 
School of Education discovered that the problem of 
unbalanced student interaction stems from status 
differences, or differences in how students rank 
each other on scales of academic ability and social 
popularity. 

Students who are perceived to have higher status 
among their peers usually dominate group interac­
tion, completely ignoring the contributions of their 
lower-status peers, who often revert to bad behav­
ior or silent sulking as a result of being cut out of 
group interaction. To remedy this, Cohen (1986) 
suggests groupwork tasks that require a wide range 
of abilities, so that all students are essential if the 
group is to generate the highest quality product. 
When all students have something to contribute, 
no one is left out; furthermore, studies show that 
more equal interaction leads to higher learning 
gains for all students.

Before giving your students a Problem Solving 
Groupwork task, quickly analyze it by asking these 
five questions (adapted from Shulman, Lotan, and 
Whitcomb 1998):

Challenging projects that 
require a range of abilities—
such as these minidramas 
where students incorporate  
visuals, sound effects, 
simple props, and audience 
involvement to learn about 
various groups of western-
ers—help ensure that every 
student is engaged.

“Too often we give students 
answers to remember  
rather than problems to 
solve.”

—Roger Lewin

S T E P
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1.	 Does the task require multiple abilities?
2.	 Does the task have more than one answer, or is there more than one way to 

solve the problem?
3.	 Does the task challenge students to use their problem solving skills?
4.	 Does the task allow for multiple perspectives?
5.	 Will the task be challenging enough to create initial frustration, yet give  

students a sense of accomplishment once they complete it?

If you answer yes to all these questions, chances are that the task will offer  
engaging and challenging groupwork for your students. Consider how this 
Problem Solving Groupwork task meets the requirements: While examining the 
growth of U.S. imperialism at the turn of the century, students are challenged to 
think metaphorically about the motives behind expansionism and the reactions 
of those being influenced by the Americans. Each group explores and completes 
a project on the involvement of the United States in one of the following terri­
tories: Cuba, the Philippines, Hawaii, Panama, China, the Dominican Republic, 
and Puerto Rico. The task is to create two illustrated metaphors, one from the 
U.S. perspective, and the other showing how people in the territory saw the U.S. 
role. Students draw or paint the metaphors on a sheet of poster board divided in 
half. A title for each half identifies the perspective and the metaphor. Underneath 
each title, students create a bold, artistic image of the metaphor. Near the image, 
they write the word “because” followed by three reasons the metaphor accurately 
describes U.S. foreign policy.

This open-ended task successfully engages students’ problem solving skills. 
Students create a wonderful variety of metaphors, such as Uncle Sam as the police 
officer of the world, the United States as a bloodthirsty octopus strangling its  
territories, and the United States as a wise and patient father, overseeing the  
democratic development of its unruly territories. The activity leads students to 
consider U.S. imperialism from multiple perspectives, challenges them to create  
an interesting visual product, gives students with many different skills something 
to contribute, and leaves them with a sense of accomplishment.

“To do the work right, you 
have to have the ideas of 
everyone, not just one per-
son. It takes everyone to 
make it work.”

— Middle School Student
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Prepare all students for successful groupwork. 

To succeed at cooperative tasks, students must know how to behave 
in groups without direct supervision. It is essential, therefore, that 
you set aside class time to create and model a new set of cooperative 

norms, such as those suggested in the list below. (How to set up and model these 
cooperative norms is discussed in detail in “Creating a Cooperative, Tolerant 
Classroom,” page 136.)

While these skills apply to any activity, they are 
imperative for Problem Solving Groupwork. 
Students will learn to depend on each other. 
They will learn to ask for and receive help. 
They will learn to respect the ideas and val­
ues of everyone in the classroom, including 
the teacher. And, the concrete behaviors they 
learn will not only help them succeed during 
groupwork tasks, but also as they interact 
with friends, family members, and, in the 
future, employers.

Once students have learned and practiced 
the guidelines for cooperation that you expect them to follow, they 
are ready to join a group and complete a Problem Solving 

S T E P
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Groups function best when 
they have clear guidelines  
for cooperation, both indi-
vidual and group account-
ability, and a full range of 
abilities represented. 

How to Work  Cooperatively in Groups	1.	 Smile, be friendly, and introduce yourself.	2.	 Arrange desks properly.	3.	 Use positive body language.	4.	 Use eye contact.	5.	 Listen to others.	6.	 Take turns giving ideas.	7.	 Use positive comments.	8.	 Be helpful.
	9.	 Disagree in an agreeable way.10.	Follow directions and stay on task.
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Groupwork task. You will need to carefully group your students for maximum 
success. Plan to spend about 15–20 minutes prep time with your class list, placing 
students into heterogeneous groups. Balancing groups in terms of gender and  
ethnicity is relatively easy. A few weeks into school, you will have an idea of the 
social circles that exist and can use groupwork to manage cliques. The most  
challenging variable is determining predominant intelligences. The best way to do 
this is to carefully observe your students as they work on multiple-ability projects. 
To get a rough idea of your students’ multiple intelligences, you can administer a 
simple diagnostic test, such as the two Multiple Intelligence Surveys included on 
pages 149–152. Use the results, coupled with your observations, to balance groups 
according to cognitive ability.

Give group members clearly defined roles  
and requirements.

After forming heterogeneous groups and ensuring that the Problem 
Solving Groupwork assignment requires multiple abilities, one of the 

most effective techniques to create smooth-functioning and productive groups is 
giving each student a specific role. This will help ensure that each student contrib­
utes and will help prevent one member from dominating the group.

S T E P
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“It is not enough to create  
a rich multiple abilities 
task—in addition, the 
teacher must be able to 
describe the particular  
abilities required by the 
task. If you fail to do this, 
students will assume  
there is only one ability  
necessary for successful 
performance.” 

— Elizabeth Cohen

Student Handout 16

122 Life in the West
© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute

Preparing a Minidrama

Your group will create a three-scene minidrama that brings alive the images in your

transparency and tells the story of your group’s journey to the West. Your audience will

learn why you moved west, the hardships you faced, and the legacies you left.

____Step 1: Review the roles. After your teacher assigns your role, read the information

below. Make sure everyone understands his or her responsibilities.

Director: You will lead the group during Step 3. Make sure your sceneboards contain

all of the required elements.

Script Manager: You will lead the group through Step 4 as it prepares the script for the

minidrama. Make sure everyone writes his or her own dialog and is equally involved in

developing the script.

Props Manager: You will lead the group through Step 5 as it prepares materials for the

minidrama. Make sure that the drama is as realistic as possible.

Stage Manager: You will lead the group through Step 6 as it rehearses. Then, during

the minidrama, you will direct the audience to make sound effects.

____Step 2: Learn about your group. Carefully examine the transparency to see what it

reveals about your western group. Then take turns reading aloud the section in History

Alive! The United States that corresponds to that western group. As you read, take notes

in the appropriate section of the Reading Notes and answer these questions:

• Why did this group move to the West?

• What hardships did they face?

• What legacies did they leave to the West?

____Step 3: Brainstorm ideas and create three sceneboards. The first scene must show

the reasons the group moved to the West; the second scene, the hardships they faced;

and the third scene, the legacies they left. The Director should use the boxes on the next

page to create sceneboards that outline your story. Make sure your sceneboards include

• simple sketches showing characters’ positions during each scene, and the costumes

and props they will use.
• captions describing the characters’ most important actions.

• speech bubbles containing key dialog.

• points at which the audience will participate.

Student Handout 16

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
Lesson 16 125

titute

Preparing a Minidrama

____Step 4: Write the script. Work together to develop the script. Each person must

write his or her own dialog. As you develop your script, the Script Manager should

make sure it
• describes reasons the group moved to the West. 

• describes the hardships they faced.

• presents the legacies they left.

• allows everyone to participate equally.

____Step 5: Prepare materials. Your minidrama must include costumes, props, and 

a 30-second introductory statement. As you prepare materials, the Props Manager should

make sure
• everyone has an appropriate costume or prop.

• the introductory statement gives a brief overview of the content of your minidrama

and sets the location and time period of the first scene.

____Step 6: Rehearse. You must be able to present your minidrama in five minutes or

less. As you rehearse, the Stage Manager should make sure 

• the Script Manager can deliver the introductory statement smoothly.

• the presentation flows smoothly.

• costumes and props are used effectively.

• lines are spoken clearly, at an appropriate volume, and with dramatic emphasis.

• the audience participates by providing at least two sound effects.

____After rehearsing your minidrama several times, ask the teacher to watch your 

presentation. Make notes of your teacher’s feedback in the space below. 

rama

als.
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The key to creating these individual roles is to find an efficient division of labor 
so that each student is doing part of the groupwork task, yet all parts of the task 
are interdependent. When the roles are properly set up, each student will have a 
personal sense of accomplishment, and the group cannot make a successful  
presentation without the cooperation of all members. Once you have assigned 
roles, make sure students know exactly what they are to do to complete their  
project. Then, as they work, carefully monitor each step of their progress. 

Student Handout 16 (shown opposite) illustrates a Problem Solving Groupwork 
activity with specific roles and discrete steps. In this activity, students are 
assigned to groups of four to create a minidrama about one group of western set­
tlers—either explorers, Californios, mountain men, missionaries, pioneer women, 
Mormons, forty-niners, or Chinese. The handout defines four student roles for 
each group and gives clear directions for each stage of the groupwork process.

In this project, there is a clear division of labor: Each role has a name and a list of 
expected behaviors. Because group members must work together to complete their 
jobs, the roles also provide for positive interdependence. Also note that, to assist 
with planning and time management, students are given clear steps on how to 
proceed. You can initial each step as it is completed, thus keeping groups on task. 

Give groups autonomy and time to prepare 
high-quality products.

Assigning students to work in small groups changes your role. No 
longer are you the direct supervisor of students, responsible for ensuring that they 
complete their tasks exactly as instructed. No longer is it your responsibility to 
make sure that everything said is accurate by correcting it on the spot. Instead, 
you delegate authority to groups of students. They are empowered to make mis­
takes, to assess their errors, and to discover ways of correcting them. 

This does not mean that you relinquish your authority. It is your job to set the 
multiple-ability tasks, form the heterogeneous groups, assign the roles, and  
monitor progress, even as you hold groups responsible for creating high-quality 
products. There are several ways to facilitate the groupwork process in your new 
role of “supportive supervisor.”

Challenge groups to figure out procedures on their own.  At the beginning 
stages of a groupwork project, it is common for students to have questions about 
procedures. Most will be answered by the handout. Tell students to study the 
directions and see if they can discover the answers to their questions. Many teach­
ers allow only the group facilitator to approach the instructor with questions, and 
further indicate that this is not allowed until the group is certain that they cannot 
figure out the answer themselves. Some teachers accept only whole-team ques­
tions, indicated by all group members raising their hands.

S T E P

4 Create a Sense of 
Urgency 

Some Problem Solving 
Groupwork tasks may  
take only a single period;  
others may require several 
periods. To make sure your 
students manage their time 
wisely, you might initially 
tell them that they will have 
a shorter time to complete 
the project than you think 
they actually need. You can 
always tell them later that 
they will have an additional 
class period to complete 
the task if they “make an 
extra effort to create a  
really quality product.”

When students take on  
well-defined, essential 
roles, each group member 
is guaranteed the chance  
to participate.
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Observe students carefully from a discreet distance.  Show that 
you are interested in the groupwork process by moving about the 
classroom and discreetly listening in on groups. If you sit behind 
your desk, busy with another project, students may infer that you do 
not value their efforts. As a result, they may tend to socialize or tune 
out during groupwork tasks. Carefully monitoring the groups will 
also help you identify potential problems and provide you with the 
information you might need to help a group that becomes stuck.

Ask key questions of groups that are not making progress.  If a 
group gets stuck, you might ask a few open-ended questions to  
redirect their focus or discussion. Suggest that the group deal with 
your questions on their own, but tell them that you will return  
shortly to find out how they resolved a particular problem.

Challenge students to practice cooperative norms.  If a group 
appears not to be meeting a particular expectation for coopera­
tion—such as sharing materials—you might stop for a moment and 
ask group members which expected behavior they are forgetting to 
practice. If necessary, post a list of cooperative norms as a reminder. 
Challenge students to identify the missing skill and determine how 
they might incorporate it to help their group run more smoothly.

Provide additional resources.  Plan ahead. Try to have quality Web sites, books, 
magazines, newspapers, art supplies, musical selections, or other resources  
available to maximize students’ use of class time. If students will be requesting 
additional resources, prepare the school librarian to assist in handling their needs.

Encourage students to plan for the possibility of absent group members.  
Tell students that, at any time, they may need to take on an additional role. Have 
group members leave all materials (scripts, visuals, notes, costumes, masks) in 
the classroom so that one absence does not bring the group process to a halt. 
Encourage students to exchange phone numbers so they can keep each other 
informed of absences. Also make sure students are fully aware of the consequences 
of being absent—that part of their grade depends on their participation in group­
work projects. You can give an alternative assignment to those students who are 
absent for the majority of an activity. 

Praise groups for solving difficult questions. If you observe that a group, after 
considerable trial and error, has solved a difficult problem, take a moment to  
specifically recognize their achievement. Nothing encourages students more than 
recognizing and praising true accomplishment.

Your role during the group-
work process is to monitor, 
let go, and allow students 
to work.
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Have groups present their work. 

At the end of each Problem Solving Groupwork project, groups 
share their products. For a history class, this product might be a 
colonial brochure advertising the features of a particular English 

colony in America, a minidrama portraying a scene from medieval life in China, 
or a newscast about the effects of World War II on some segment of the American 
population. Here are some strategies to ensure high-quality presentations.

Set high expectations for presentations.  Tell your students that you have heard 
(you heard it right here!) about other students who made a similar product or 
presentation that was truly outstanding. Give detailed descriptions of elaborate 
props, colorful artwork, quotes from key personalities, great costumes, and  
anything else you would like to see your students include in their presentation.

Arrange your classroom for dramatic, intimate presentations.  Clear a stage 
area in front of the classroom and ask students to arrange their desks in a crescent 
shape around “the stage.” Use the overhead projector to provide dramatic lighting. 
This theater-in-the-round focuses student attention on the presentations.

Have plenty of props on hand to enhance presentations.  Think of ways 
students can use props—masks, posters, costumes, backdrops, physical objects—
not only to make their presentations more dramatic, but also to put them more at 
ease. Consider keeping a box of props in your room for use at a moment’s notice. 
You will marvel at how creative your students can be when presented with the 
simplest items—towels, sheets, hats, colorful cloth remnants, and old clothes.  
Let them have fun.

Have students record what they see and hear on a handout. 
To help students in the audience remember the salient points 
of each presentation, provide a handout on which to take notes. 
You might set up a matrix that allows students to record similar 
information about each presentation for later comparison. For 
example, as each group presents a minidrama on medieval life 
in Europe, the rest of the class takes notes on a matrix with four 
labeled columns: What is the topic of this minidrama? What 
happened in the minidrama? What did it teach about feudal life? 
Compare the minidrama to contemporary life.

Debrief each presentation for deeper meaning and historical 
accuracy.  After each presentation, ask the group some prob­
ing questions to reveal further historical information. This is 
also an appropriate time to point out any inaccuracies students 
introduced. For example, during a panel discussion on the 
Progressive period, one actor portrayed Teddy Roosevelt as a 
quiet, unassuming person. The teacher explained that while the 
actor’s words reflected historic reality, his demeanor did not.
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Encourage students to  
use simple props and  
costumes to enhance their 
presentation to the class.

Lessening Performance 
Anxiety 

Acknowledge that students 
may be feeling anxious 
about performing in front 
of their peers, and ask the  
rest of the students to be  
particularly attentive and 
supportive. As the first 
group assembles for their 
presentation, give a warm 
introduction and lead the  
class in a round of 
applause.
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As another example, during a minidrama on life in the Depression, students por­
trayed people waiting in a bread line as indignant and aggressive. The teacher 
pointed out that during the Depression, Americans instead felt great shame at tak­
ing government “handouts.” Students are eager to know how accurately they por­
trayed history and appreciate your comments.

Prepare a list of critical thinking questions for a class discussion after the last 
presentation.  After the final group presents, hold a class discussion that ties 
together everything students saw and heard. A few well-chosen questions will 
challenge your students to use critical thinking skills. Here, for example, are 

Students work in groups of 
four and prepare a music 
video to interpret “The 
Heart of the Appaloosa,”  
a song that describes  
the displacement of the  
Nez Percé by settlers.
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questions you might ask after groups have tried to “sell” to the world some ide­
ology from the United States or the former Soviet Union (capitalism, socialism, 
freedom, equality, individualism, collectivism, democracy, or totalitarianism):

•	 What are the advantages and disadvantages of both systems?
•	 Which American value do you most cherish? Which Soviet value do you  

wish American society would adopt?
•	 What are the connections between Soviet values of equality, collectivism, 

socialism, and totalitarianism?
•	 What are the connections between the American values of freedom, individ- 

ualism, capitalism, and democracy?
•	 What problems were created when these contrasting systems represented  

the ideologies of the two greatest superpowers?

Showcase students’ products.  When the product of groupwork is something you 
can post, conduct a gallery walk in your classroom, having students view the  
projects and read accompanying explanations. Display student work on bulletin 
boards, in trophy cases, or in the library. Consider inviting other classes to attend 
your group presentations. Or display photographs of student work on your  
school’s Web site.

“Allowing my students to 
work in groups on projects 
changed my role in the 
classroom. No longer was I 
the sage on the stage; rather, 
I became the guide on the 
side. Everyone benefited.” 

— Middle School Teacher

These students represent 
John Locke and Louis XIV 
(and their press agents) in 
a panel discussion on the 
question, Should people 
be trusted to govern them-
selves? A follow-up class 
discussion will tie together 
various perspectives on the 
ideal form of government.
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Considerate Text

Introduction

Many a social studies teacher is familiar with the chorus of moans and groans 
expressed when students are asked to take out their textbooks. If we relegate 
social studies instruction to the mind-numbing task of reading a lifeless text­
book, we risk dampening students’ enthusiasm not only for social studies, but 
also for reading.

For students of every age, one enduring challenge is motivating them to want 
to read. The TCI Approach meets this challenge by engaging students in “real-
life experiences” in class—experiences that cultivate their interest in social 
studies, resulting in students who eagerly turn to the textbook to learn more. 

Additionally, the TCI Approach emphasizes the importance of using textbooks 
that adhere to the principles of “considerate text”—expository text that is  
structured to maximize comprehension by its target audience. Teachers know 
that learning to read expository text is a lifelong skill, critical for students’ 
future success. With reader-friendly text, we can capture students’ interest 
while developing a host of expository reading skills. 

Learning to read expository 
text is crucial to academic 
success. You can support  
students by providing con-
siderate, reader-friendly 
text, structured with the  
audience in mind. Other 
reading supports include 
brief prereading activities, 
focus questions that give 
a purpose for reading, and 
the use of graphic organiz-
ers for taking notes.
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The TCI Approach recognizes that a successful reading of expository text  
involves four stages: (1) previewing the content, (2) reading, (3) taking notes,  
and (4) processing the content, or reviewing and applying what has been  
learned. And even if your textbook is not “considerate” of readers’ needs, the  
TCI Approach helps you structure lessons and activities to support readers at  
each of these four stages.

What Is Considerate Text?

In recent years, conventional social studies textbooks have become increasingly 
longer, cluttered with gratuitous visuals and excessive sidebar content. At the 
same time, more and more secondary students struggle with reading skills. 
Clearly, it is time to recognize the importance of “considerate text,” a phrase 
coined by reading researchers to describe textbook content that facilitates  
comprehension (Armbruster 1984). 

Research identifies three characteristics of considerate text: clear structure,  
coherent writing, and audience awareness. These often overlapping features are 
recognizable in the following aspects of a TCI textbook:

A Clear Organizational Structure  Chapters are organized in a straightforward 
yet elegant manner. Clear and comprehensive chapter introductions and summaries  
help students see the big picture during prereading and review activities. Headings  
and subheadings are signals that help the reader mentally outline the content.

Comprehensible Text  A single-column format, clear prose, and visual aids 
make expository text easy to follow and understand. Content is grade-level  
appropriate. Main ideas are explicitly stated, and the follow-up text includes clear 
supporting details, in logical order, linked by familiar transition words.

Readers of all abilities can 
be successful when con-
siderate text supports the 
powerful multiple-intelli-
gence activities used for 
social studies instruction.

“[Considerate text] enables 
the teacher to work with  
the textbook rather than 
around it.” 

— Kate Kinsella, 
Reading Specialist
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“Chunking” of Concepts  Each new topic is presented in a single, focused 
section, and each section is usually presented on a single page or two facing pages. 
Research shows that “chunking” new information in this way makes it easier for 
students to identify the main concepts.

Manageable Chapter Length  Each chapter is dedicated to the exploration of a 
few key social studies concepts and refrains from veering off course with unneces­
sary features. Consequently, chapters are relatively short, compared to traditional 
textbooks. This helps students stay focused on the main ideas.

Careful Vocabulary Development  Vocabulary is grade-level appropriate, care­
fully geared to students’ prior knowledge. Important new terms are identified 
with bold type and are defined immediately, either in the text or the margin. Such 
conscientious vocabulary support, reinforced by a comprehensive glossary, helps 
students learn new terms.

Clear, Helpful Images and Graphic Organizers  Illustrations and photographs 
have a specific purpose: to lend deeper meaning to the text. When images are clear 
and large, and pages are uncluttered, readers are able to use their visual literacy 
skills to preread each section. In addition, text is supported by “graphic organiz­
ers,” or images that contain visual referents for the main concepts being presented. 
Graphic organizers help readers focus on key content and make connections. 

How You Can Support Reading in Social Studies 

Ask any group of middle and high school teachers how many of them have stu­
dents who are below-level readers, and you will see an almost unanimous show 
of hands. Many students struggle with reading, and most social studies textbooks 
are difficult to read. While you may not consider yourself a reading teacher, it is 
essential to attend to this issue and develop classroom strategies to help students 
with their reading.

According to Dr. Kate Kinsella (2001), reading specialist at San Francisco State 
University, whose studies have informed the TCI Approach, “Learning to read in 
social studies should not be a ‘sink or swim’ challenge… . All students need spe­
cific coaching in a manageable repertoire of reading and thinking strategies for 
every subject area.”

The good news is that you need not become a reading specialist to help students 
develop powerful skills for “reading to learn” in social studies. Your first step is to 
create an invigorating classroom experience that will draw reluctant readers into 
potentially daunting texts. Beyond that, many of the reading skills they need can 
be seamlessly woven into your social studies instruction. You can give students 
effective strategies for accessing and evaluating information, analyzing and catego­
rizing data from the textbook, and constructing meaning from what they read. 

“Developing readers in 
social studies need a  
balance of expository and 
narrative texts at their 
actual instructional level 
rather than their frustra-
tion level.” 

— Kate Kinsella,
Reading Specialist 
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In your social studies classes, instruction needs to 
support students at each of the four stages of the 
expository reading process, as follows:
•	 Previewing  Include in-class preview activities 

and meaningful prereading assignments that 
allow students to preview key concepts and that 
motivate them to read. 

•	 Reading  Give students well-written and 
engaging material at the appropriate instructional 
level, and offer graphic organizers that provide a 
focus for their reading.

•	 Taking notes  Insist that students take notes on 
their reading and that they use graphic organizers 
to structure the content they are recording. 

•	 Processing Wrap up every lesson with a power­
ful processing assignment that helps students 
review and apply what they have learned.

The TCI Approach helps you support students’  
reading at each stage through one of these parallel  
elements: Preview assignments, considerate text,  
graphically organized Reading Notes, and 
Processing assignments. Included in the following 
sections are a number of tools and models you can 
use to help students with these four stages of the 
expository reading process. 

Use Short Prereading Activities to Build Schema

As you read in the section “Theory- and Research-Based Active Instruction” (page 
10), the TCI Approach adheres to the principle that instruction should be a care­
fully structured, spiraled experience, in the tradition of Jerome Bruner. Students 
begin by discovering how key social studies concepts relate to their own lives. 
Ultimately, they then learn how those same concepts apply, in ever more complex 
ways, to the world around them. Preview activities are the starting point for this 
spiral curriculum and are essential for building the students’ schema. 

By schema, we mean the students’ ability to activate relevant prior knowledge  
or personal experience as a foundation for understanding progressively more 
complex concepts (Keene and Zimmermann 1997). In Teaching Reading in the 
Content Area: If Not Me, Then Who? Rachel Billmeyer (1996) explains, 
“A schema provides a structure or guide for understanding. New information 
must be matched with existing schema so that it can be understood.” Schema-
building Preview assignments are an essential element of the TCI Approach. A 
broad sampling of good ideas for these can be found on pages 22–27. Following 
are some additional ways to prepare students for reading expository text. 

Good news! You don’t have 
to be a reading specialist to 
have successful readers in 
your class. Effective strate-
gies and an invigorating 
classroom experience will 
engage and assist even 
reluctant readers.
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Prereading  Prereading is a relatively quick, preliminary scanning of expository 
text in preparation for a more thorough reading. Conducting a prereading helps 
readers in a number of ways:
•	 They become familiar with the overall content and organization of the material 

before they begin serious reading.
•	 They establish a purpose for reading and a sense of direction while they read.
•	 They determine the difficulty level, length, and importance of the material so 

that they can allot a realistic amount of time for reading.
•	 They remember more of what they read because of the repetition of key points.

One tool that helps you train students in the prereading process is a handout that 
guides them through this process. The handout illustrated below was designed for 
prereading a TCI textbook, but it can be easily adapted for use with any other text.Use Preview assignments 

to build schema by help-
ing your students make 
personal connections to 
social studies content and 
concepts.

xvi   How History Alive! The Ancient World Supports Reading

1. What is the title of the chapter?

2. Read the introduction. List the two topics you are most excited to learn about in this chapter.

3. Sketch the graphic organizer in the space below. 

4. List the headings for each section in the chapter. 

5. Look at the pictures in the chapter. Select the one you find most interesting. Write one sentence that

explains how you think the picture relates to the chapter. 

6. Read the chapter summary. Write one sentence that explains what you think is the main idea of 

the chapter. 

Prereading Handout
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Anticipation Guides  Another tool that can help build schema, the anticipation 
guide, requires a bit of teacher preparation. This is a prereading tool that also has 
value during the reading and the post-reading phase. 

To create an anticipation guide, collect a series of statements about major concepts 
in the reading. The format is usually true-false, agree-disagree, or likely-unlikely. 
Students respond individually to each question both before and after the reading. 
This tool helps activate students’ thoughts and opinions about content before 
reading, and then allows them to use the knowledge gained from reading to 
validate or reformulate their earlier predictions (Tierney, Readance, and Dishner 
1995). Follow these steps to prepare an anticipation guide:

1.	 Identify major concepts and supporting details in the reading selection. Keep 
in mind what students probably already know or believe about that content.

2.	 Create short, clear declarative statements about the content, some true and 
some not. Five to eight statements are usually adequate.

3.	 Place the statements in a format that encourages anticipation and prediction.
4.	 Have students respond individually to each statement.
5.	 Lead a prereading discussion, taking a hand count to tally responses to the 

statements. Ask students to share justifications for their responses.
6.	 Help the class formulate a series of questions about points of uncertainty or 

disagreement. This list will help students read with a clearer purpose and 
greater motivation.

7.	 Return to the guide after students have read the assigned text. Ask whether the 
reading led students to change their minds about any of the statements.

Anticipation Guide for Chapter 15
Manifest Destiny and the Growing Nation

T or F	 1.	 In the mid 1800s, many people in the United States believed 
they had the right and duty to expand across the North 
American continent.

T or F	 2.	 President Thomas Jefferson’s purchase of Louisiana was 
opposed by western farmers.

T or F	 3.	 Florida was acquired by Secretary of State John Quincy 
Adams by trickery.

T or F	 4.	 To deal with the dispute between the U.S. and Great Britain 
over Oregon Country, President James Polk agreed to  
continue “joint occupancy” of Oregon.

T or F	 5.	 The annexation of Texas was opposed by many Americans 
because Spain still claimed Texas.

T or F	 6.	 The War with Mexico began with a border dispute in Texas.
T or F	 7.	 In the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended the Mexican 

War, Mexico ceded about half of its territory to the U.S.
T or F	 8.	 The Gadsden Purchase of 1853 was made mainly to provide 

a good railroad route to California.

Prereading exercises allow 
students to anticipate what 
they will learn and prepare 
them to understand the 
assigned reading.
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The KWL Strategy  Another widely used reading strategy for approaching a new 
chapter, especially with upper elementary and middle school students, is the KWL 
graphic organizer (Ogle 1986). The three letters stand for the three responses stu­
dents make before and after their reading: recalling what they know (K), determin­
ing what they want to learn (W), and identifying what they learned from reading 
(L). Again, the main purposes are to motivate readers and to allow them to elabo­
rate on or amend their prior knowledge. 

Here are the steps for employing the KWL strategy:
1.	 Set up a simple three-column chart on the board or overhead. Lead students in 

brainstorming what they already know about the key content in the reading.
2.	 List what the students think they know in the first (K) column. Have students 

record in their own charts those items from the list they already know.
3.	 Elicit information that students anticipate they will learn from the reading 

selection. List these in the second (W) column. Have students note this infor­
mation on their own charts for reference as they read.

4.	 Have students read the material, recording notes as they read.
5.	 Hold a follow-up class discussion, listing in the third (L) column what was 

learned from the reading, what questions were answered, and (in an optional 
fourth column) what new questions emerged.

     K	           W	       L	            ?
what we 	       what we	   what we	 new questions we
 KNOW	 WANT to know	 LEARNED	           have
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Guide Questions  Guide 
questions are an easy way to help 
establish a purpose for reading 
expository text. To write them, you 
simply change the chapter title and 
each subsequent section heading 
into specific questions. Then, as  
students read, you have them look 
for answers to the guide questions.

Well-constructed guide questions 
help students focus their attention 
while reading, and they make the 
assignment easier to understand and 
finish. Guide questions that begin 
with What, Why, and How work 
especially well because they require 
a long, more detailed answer. Who, 
Where, and When questions are less 
useful because they can be answered 
with a simple fact or one-word reply.

Guide Questions for Chapter 15 
Manifest Destiny and the Growing Nation

1.	 Section 15.1  Introduction 
	 Guide question: Was O’Sullivan right that expansion was a matter  

of destiny?

2.	 Section 15.2  The Louisiana Purchase
	 Guide question: What impact did the acquisition of Louisiana have  

on the United States?

3.	 Section 15.3  Florida
	 Guide question: How did the United States acquire Florida?

4.	 Section 15.4  Texas
	 Guide question: Why did many Americans feel Texas was so  

valuable?

5.	 Section 15.5  Oregon Country
	 Guide question: How was the United States able to acquire the 

Oregon Country?

6.	 Section 15.6  War with Mexico
	 Guide question: Why did the United States go to war with Mexico?

With all expository text, 
establish a purpose for 
reading by giving students 
guide questions. Well-
constructed questions  
help students focus their 
attention.
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Use the Built-in Supports for Reading 

Elements of the TCI Approach that are detailed elsewhere in this book enable 
you to support the reading process without veering from your instructional plan. 
These elements include multiple intelligence activities, graphically organized 
Reading Notes, and Processing assignments.

Multiple intelligence activities motivate students to read for understanding. 
The greatest strength of the TCI Approach is the activities that allow students to 
“experience” social studies concepts as they use their multiple intelligences during 
hands-on activities. When motivated, students dive into their reading with unusu­
al gusto. They learn that the reading will help them understand the “real- life” 
experiences they are having in class. This gives all students—especially those with 
lesser linguistic skills—a genuine purpose for reading. And with purpose comes 
the motivation to read for deeper understanding. Use of a considerate text comple­
ments this process. 

As students complete Reading Notes, they construct meaning from text. 
Even motivated, purposeful readers need strategies to help them comprehend and 
remember what they have read. In the words of a teacher and consultant on  
literacy and reading in middle and upper grades, “All readers, those who struggle 
and those who don’t, need to be taught strategies that proficient readers naturally 
use to construct meaning from text” (Harvey 1998).

Multiple intelligence activi-
ties are great motivators 
for reading. These students 
are using a floor map that 
represents territorial acqui-
sitions by the United States 
in the first half of the 19th 
century. Afterward, they 
will be eager to read about 
how Americans justified 
their westward expansion.
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The TCI Approach helps students construct meaning from the text they read in 
each chapter by challenging them to complete innovative Reading Notes. As they 
read, they use graphic organizers—flowcharts, Venn diagrams, visual metaphors, 
spoke diagrams, sensory figures, matrices—to record key social studies concepts. 
In the process, they answer important questions, identify main ideas, make con­
nections to prior learning, and synthesize new information. Ultimately, the com­
pleted Reading Notes serve as a visual referent that helps jog students’ memories 
when they want to recall key social studies concepts. 

Processing assignments challenge students to actively demonstrate their under-
standing of what they read.  The final support for reading comprehension is hav­
ing students demonstrate what they have learned. You won’t need end-of-chapter 
questions because, as many reading specialists will attest, such questions seldom 
help either the teacher or the student effectively assess what was learned. Instead, 
the TCI Approach asks that you challenge students to use their multiple intel­
ligences to process and apply what they have learned while creating a personal 
product that reflects the depth of their understanding. The section “Processing 
Assignment” (p. 102) contains many examples of such products. 

Use a Processing assign-
ment that challenges stu-
dents to apply what they 
have learned through their 
reading. Such an assign-
ment is more fun and more 
effective than answering 
end-of-chapter questions.
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Introduction

One of the most powerful ways to improve students’ comprehension and  
retention in any subject area is to have them complete innovative, graphically 
organized notes on the reading they do for each lesson. Unlike traditional, 
outline-style notes, graphically organized notes inspire students to think 
carefully about what they have read as they record main ideas in a form that 
engages both their visual and linguistic intelligences. Graphic organizers help 
students see the underlying logic and interconnections among concepts. When 
students record information in engaging, visual ways, they are better able to 
recall key social studies concepts months—even years—later. Graphically orga­
nized Reading Notes, like Preview assignments, are recorded in the Interactive 
Student Notebook (see “Using the Interactive Student Notebook,” page 162). 
 
Illustrated in this section are some of the inventive graphic organizers that have 
been suggested for lessons based on the TCI Approach. Each will help students 
record notes on their reading in a meaningful and memorable way.  

Graphically Organized Reading Notes

Recording key ideas in 
graphically organized notes 
will help students remem-
ber content long after the 
lesson is over. Graphic 
organizers help students 
create a lasting “mental 
snapshot” of the most 
important information.
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Venn Diagrams  Students can use a 
Venn diagram as a graphic organizer 
to compare and contrast key figures, 
groups, concepts, or places.

Example
In a lesson about the Constitution, 
students play a game in which they 
learn how one branch of government 
can check the power of the other. In a 
Venn diagram in their Reading Notes, 
they capture key features of a system 
in which the national and state gov­
ernments share power.

Spoke Diagrams  As a visual alternative to outlining, spoke diagrams or webs 
are a powerful way for students to organize related pieces of information.

Example 
In a lesson on Africa, students are introduced to the major features of Kilwa, the 
Kongo Kingdom, and the Zimbabwe state. As they view, analyze, and discuss 
visual images as a class, each student creates an illustrated spoke diagram to 
record the class findings.

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute Lesson 9 1

R E A D I N G  N OT E S 9
Directions: Read Section 9.8. In the top part of the upper circle, list the powers of the federal government.
In the bottom part of the lower circle, list the powers of the state governments. In the area where the two
circles intersect, list the powers shared by the state and federal governments. 

print and coin money,
control relations with foreign countries

raise taxes,
build roads,

borrow money

make laws concerning schools, marriage, owning
property, licensing doctors and lawyers, 

most crimes

Federalism
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Illustrated Outlines  Students can use a more traditional outline form but add 
simple drawings and symbols to graphically highlight and organize their notes.

Example  
In a lesson on the first people who settled North America, students discover the 
relationship between Native Americans and the land. Simple sketches for each 
main topic help students create meaningful notes. 

Matrices  Setting up a matrix is a good way for students to 
organize large bodies of information in their notes.

Example
For a lesson about important and controversial issues facing the 
United States during the Progressive era, students participate in  
a panel debate in which several historical figures discuss the 
question, Is something wrong with America? Students record their 
findings in an illustrated matrix.

92 The Progressive Era © Teachers’ Curriculum Institute

R E A D I N G  N OT E S 2 6

26.4 Robert La Follette

What’s wrong in
America?
Political bosses choose 
candidates for office.
These candidates usually
represent powerful business
interests. 

Bosses bribe voters and
stuff ballot boxes.

Reforms Achieved:
direct primaries that allow
voters to choose the
candidates

initiative that allows voters
to enact laws by popular
vote

referendum that allows vot-
ers to overturn existing laws

recall that allows voters to
remove elected officials
from office

26.5 Mother Jones

What’s wrong in
America?
Young children work long
hours in factories under
unsafe conditions.

Adult workers have terrible
working conditions.

Reforms Achieved:
child labor outlawed

Oregon law to limit women
workers to ten-hour workday

Maryland program to assist
injured workers

56 New York worker- 
protection laws 

26.6 John Muir

What’s wrong in
America?
The wilderness is being
destroyed. 

Loggers are destroying the
nation’s forests.

Miners are scarring 
mountains and polluting
rivers.

Many species of birds and
animals are nearly extinct.

Reforms Achieved:
influenced President
Roosevelt to increase the
amount of land set aside
for national forests

influenced President
Roosevelt to double the
number of national parks
and to outlaw logging and
ranching in national parks

Directions: For each historical figure represented on the Progressive Era panel, read the corresponding section of
History Alive! The United States and record notes.
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Annotated Images  Simple sketches of powerful images, which students anno­
tate with information they have read in their textbook, can help them understand 
difficult content.

Example
In a lesson about reform movements of the mid-19th century and the role of 
women in those movements, students annotate images of reformers carrying  
protest signs to record facts and ideas they have gleaned from their reading.

Illustrated Timelines  A timeline is an 
important organizing tool that helps  
students sequence a series of events in 
chronological order. Adding illustrations 
makes the sequence more memorable.

Example 
As students review the major steps in 
the evolution of democracy, they create 
a timeline with a symbol, illustration, or 
picture for each of the steps.

152 An Era of Reform © Teachers’ Curriculum Institute

R E A D I N G  N OT E S 18 R E A D I N G  N OT E S 18

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute Lesson 18 153

Directions: Read Sections 18.2 through 18.7. Follow these steps to take notes on each section: 1) Find the
figure below whose sign’s symbol best matches the information you read. 2) Create an appropriate slogan
for the reform movement associated with that figure. 3) Write the slogan next to the symbol on the sign. 

4) Write the name of the reform movement or event near the figure. 5) Write notes about the reform
movement in the appropriate sections. (The first figure is partially completed for you.)

Sprouting Seeds of Reform! 

Why did the Second Great

Awakening encourage reform?

People were encouraged to save

their souls through good works.

Goal of the movement:

To abolish slavery

Conditions before the movement:

Women could not vote or 

hold office. Fathers and husbands con-

trolled women’s money and prope
rty.

Husbands could 

physically discipline their wives.

Grie
vances:

Man d
id 

not
 let 

woman 

vot
e. 

He did 

not
 giv

e 

her 

prop
erty

  

righ
ts, 

even 

to h
er ow

n 

wages. He 

did not
 allow

 

her to
 pra

ctice 

prof
essio

ns l
ike medicine

and law.

Conditions before reform:Few areas had public schools.Schoolrooms were overcrowded.
Teachers had limited education and received 

little pay.
Most children didn’t go to school.

Conditions before reform
:

Jail inmates were in chains 

and lived in cages.

Children were in jail with 

adult prisoners.

Mentally ill were treated        

as criminals.

Insufficient mental        

hospitals.

Why
did the 
election of
Andrew

Jackson 
encourage

reform?
He showed that a 

single individual
could change

society.

Leaders of 
the movement:
William Lloyd Garrison
Frederick Douglass

Angelina and Sarah Grimke
Sojourner Truth

Leaders
of the movement:

Lucretia Mott
Elizabeth Cady Stanton

Lucy Stone

Advances achieved:
New York gave women control

over property 
and wages.

Massachusetts and Indiana passed
more liberal divorce laws.

Elizabeth Blackwell started her own
hospital. 

Women eventually were given the
right to vote.

Reform leader:
Horace Mann

Reforms: New York
set up public elemen-

tary schools.
Massachusetts
voted to pay taxes to
build better schools, pay
teachers higher salaries,
and establish training
schools for teachers. By
1850, most white boys
attended free public
schools. Public universities
accepted women.

Reform leader:
Dorothea Dix

Reforms:
New asylums.

State governments
stopped placing debtors

in prison.
Special justice 

systems for children.
Cruel punishments out-

lawed.

Beginnings of Reform Women’s Rights
Education Reform

Prison ReformSeneca Fa
lls

Abolitionism
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Mind Maps  To better understand the 
beliefs of important figures, students  
can fill in outlined heads with  
quotations and paraphrased  
thoughts that represent the  
person they are learning about.

Example
Students read about and discuss  
critical thinking questions  
related to the ideas of Thomas  
Jefferson and George Washington.  
They draw and label a simple  
outline of the heads of  
Jefferson and Washington  
and record important  
quotations and paraphrased  
beliefs for each figure  
inside the relevant outline. 

T-Charts  Students can use T-charts to compare classroom experiences with key 
social studies concepts or events, to contrast advantages and disadvantages of a 
topic, or to compare and contrast two different ideas.

Example
Students participate in an activity to simulate the struggle to maintain unity in the 
Mauryan Empire and then read about that period in history. Completing a T-chart 
helps them connect specific experiences from the activity with historical details 
from the period.

“The Reading Notes make  
so many connections with  
the text that the students’  
comprehension has 
increased dramatically. It 
has helped them become 
more purposeful in the 
reading.” 

— Middle School Teacher
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Sensory Figures  Students can annotate simple line drawings of prominent
figures to show the thoughts, feelings, and experiences identified with certain 
content or concepts.

Example
In a lesson about Egypt’s rival, Kush, students analyze images depicting impor­
tant events and leaders from four periods. As they read about each period, they 
complete a sensory figure of a Kush leader to show what he might have seen, 
heard, touched, or felt at the time.

The Kingdom of Kush   165

READING NOTES 10
10.3 Kush Conquers Egypt

For the sensory figure below, finish the statements to describe four 
important things a Kush leader would have seen, heard, touched, and felt
during this period of Kush history. Be sure to include and underline all
the words from the Word Bank. Use each word only once. 

invaders        Kushite pharaohs        Jebel Barkal       Assyrians

Word Bank

With my ears, I hear…
the joyous shouts of my Kush
invaders as we take control of
Egypt.  

With my eyes, I see…
the beauty of the temple we built
at Jebel Barkal. 

With my heart, I feel…
proud that the Kushite pharaohs
tried to revive the past glory of
Egypt. 

With my hands, I touch…
the trembling ground as the army
of the Assyrians drive us out of
Egypt. 

Possible answers: 

“The Reading Notes are  
very useful. They help  
me organize my thoughts, 
which is usually very  
difficult for me.” 

— Middle School Student
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Introduction

Processing assignments are lesson wrap-up activities that challenge students 
to synthesize and apply the information they have learned. Simply recording 
notes on a lesson does not mean students have learned information. They must 
actively do something with the information if they are to internalize it. In the 
TCI Approach, Processing assignments take students beyond low-level regur­
gitation of facts and details, instead challenging them to complete tasks that 
incorporate multiple intelligences and higher-order thinking skills.

There are many different and engaging ways to help students process new ideas. 
They might transform written concepts into an illustration or flow chart,  
summarize the main point of a political cartoon, or organize historical events 
into a topical net. They might state their position on a controversial issue,  
wonder about hypothetical “what if” situations, and pose questions about new 
ideas presented in the lesson. For each Processing assignment, the intent is to 
have students actively apply what they learned in a lesson so that you—and 
they—can assess their understanding. Processing assignments, like Preview 
assignments and graphically organized Reading Notes, are recorded in the 
Interactive Student Notebook (further discussed in “Using the Interactive 
Student Notebook,” page 162). 

Processing Assignment

Processing assignments  
challenge students to show 
their understanding of new 
ideas in a variety of creative 
ways. For example, the 
photo above shows how 
a student represented her 
understanding of the five 
main beliefs of Hinduism 
by creating a mandala. 
Students say assignments 
like these make the most 
important information 
“stick” in their memory.



Examples of Processing Assignments

Following are a wide variety of Processing assignments, with representative 
examples linked to specific content. You will notice that some of the formats 
are similar to those suggested for graphic organizers in Reading Notes (as dis­
cussed on pages 96–101). Others replicate the form of writing assignments that 
are described for Writing for Understanding (pages 56–65), although Processing 
assignments are typically less complex than the pieces that students do in Writing 
for Understanding lessons.

Advertisements  Students can design advertisements that represent migration, 
settlement, or the significance of a specific site.

Examples
•	 Create a classified advertisement that would appeal to 19th-century immigrants 

looking for job opportunities in the United States. Include a title written in  
bold letters and at least three job listings. For each job listing, include a catchy 
heading, a two-sentence description of the job, and an appropriate visual.

•	 Create a page from a travel book that travelers might use to find information  
about unfamiliar customs of India. The page should contain a title, brief 
descriptions of three customs, colorful visuals, and other creative touches.

•	 Design a real estate advertisement that would encourage people to move to 
Constantinople in the sixth century.
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Address Multiple 
Intelligences

Processing assignments 
can tap into visual-spatial 
intelligence by including 
graphs, maps, illustrations, 
pictowords, and visual 
metaphors; musical  
intelligence by asking  
students to compose a 
song or react to a piece  
of music in writing;  
intrapersonal intelligence 
by allowing students to 
reflect on how concepts 
and events affect them;  
interpersonal strengths by 
serving as a place to record 
group discussions and  
project notes; and logical-
mathematical intelligence  
through the use of graphs, 
charts, and sequences.

FANTASTIC JOB
OPPORTUNITIES FOR
IMMIGRANTS

No skill necessary!
We will train you.

Steel mill ower needs
hundreds of workers
for all shifts. Carnegie steel
is willing to provide
lodging in company town
for those willing to operate
Bessemer furnaces.

Only Constantinople has:
• 13 miles of walls for protection!
• water on 3 sides of the city!
• control of the Bos Porus Straight!
• stable successions of emperors!
• control of the eastern Roman empire!

“I’m not just a citizen
of Constantinople –
I’m also the emperor!”
– Constantine

LOCATION
LOCATION
LOCATION

Custom of India
Pilgrimages: If you are traveling near rivers,

especially the Ganga River, you might notice people
bathing in the water. These are pilgrims, people who have

journeyed to a holy place. Hindus make pilgrimages to
experience God and to make up for their sins.
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Annotated Illustrations  Students could make annotated illustrations to recount 
a story of travel or migration, to represent a specific moment in time, or to label 
architectural features.

Examples
•	 Create a simple illustration of an Inca village. Below your illustration, write a 

description of a day in the life of a commoner from sunup to sundown.
•	 Draw a mosque and label its parts.
•	 Make an annotated illustration of an immigrant’s journey from Europe to  

settlement in the United States.

Book or Compact Disk Covers  Students might design covers for books or 
compact disks to highlight and illustrate important concepts.

Examples
•	 Create a compact disc cover for the song “La Discriminación.” 

The cover should include a title and visuals that illustrate  
important themes and issues in the song.

•	 Using both words and graphics, create a cover for an issue of  
National Geographic that highlights archaeological discoveries 
made at Mohenjo-Daro. The cover must include an imaginative 
subtitle, visuals of three artifacts, and brief captions that explain 
what each artifact reveals about daily life in Mohenjo-Daro.

•	 Design a cover for Common Sense. Include on the front cover a
two-sentence summary of the life and experiences of Thomas 
Paine, a quotation from Common Sense with a one-sentence 
explanation of what the quotation means, and three comments 
from other revolutionary leaders.

Model Assignments 

Innovative assignments like 
these will be new to most 
students. To set students 
up for success, model each 
new type of assignment. 
Before asking them to  
create a sensory figure, for 
example, model one on an 
overhead transparency.



Caricatures  Students could draw a caricature to represent the main character­
istics of a group, or to convey how an individual or group is or was perceived by 
another group.

Examples
•	 Draw a caricature of a European 

immigrant at the turn of the 
century. Label the immigrant’s 
clothes, possessions, and body 
parts to show what a typical  
immigrant might have felt or  
expected upon arriving in 
America.

•	 Draw a caricature of Christian 
armies during the Crusades from 
a Muslim perspective.

•	 Draw a caricature of Alexander Hamilton. Label aspects of  
the caricature to show his views on these topics: the nature of 
human beings, best type of government, political parties, ideal 
economy, and the Constitution.

Commemorative Markers  Students can design and create plaques or markers to 
commemorate and summarize the significance of important places  
and events.

Examples
•	 Create a marker to commemorate the Alamo. The marker  

should include a drawing of the Alamo, a succinct summary 
of events that transpired there in 1836, and an explanation 
of the Alamo’s significance in the history of the Southwest.

•	 Create a marker to commemorate the birthplace of Siddhartha 
Gautama, the Buddha. The marker should include a picture  
of Siddhartha from some stage in his life, a short biography, 
an a explanation of how the Buddha’s life influenced the  
history of Asia.
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Eulogies  Students can write eulogies to extol the virtues of prominent historical 
figures or civilizations.

Examples
•	 Write a eulogy for the Roman Empire that summarizes the accomplishments of 

the empire and describes how those accomplishments—in law, architecture, art, 
and government—are regarded in the world today.

•	 Write a eulogy for Susan B. Anthony, including an appropriate inscription for 
her tombstone.

•	 Write a eulogy for the Ottoman Empire that contains the following words:  
millet system, Muslim, sultan, diversity, peace.



Facial Expressions  By drawing heads with pertinent facial expressions and 
related thought bubbles, students can summarize the feelings of groups who have 
different perspectives on a single topic.

Examples
•	 Draw heads and show the facial expressions of the negotiators from each  

country represented at the Paris Peace Conference at the end of World War I. 
Make thought bubbles revealing each leader’s goals for the peace treaty.

•	 Draw heads and show facial expressions to represent the feelings that hawks, 
doves, military leaders, and war protesters had about the Vietnam War in 1969. 
Make thought bubbles above the heads to show what each group might be 
thinking.

•	 Draw heads and show facial expressions to represent the feelings of the 
Mongols, the Chinese government, and the Chinese peasants after the Mongol 
invasion. Make thought bubbles above the heads to show what each group 
might be thinking.

Flow Charts  Students can draw flow charts to represent causal relationships or 
to show steps in a sequence.

Examples
•	 Create a chart with simple drawings showing the growth of the textile industry.
•	 Create a flow chart showing the cause of the Russian Revolution.
•	 Create a flow chart showing how the Cold War intensified from 1945 to 1949.
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“Processing new content 
draws kids into social  
studies because these 
assignments are crafted 
with special attention to  
all intelligences.” 

— High School Teacher
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Forms of Poetry  Students might write a poem, perhaps in a specified style or 
format, to describe a person, place, event, or the feeling of a moment.

Examples
•	 Using the word depression, write an acrostic that describes the impact of the 

Great Depression.
•	 Write a biographical poem on the Buddha that follows this format:
	 Line 1: First and last name
	 Line 2: Four adjectives describing the Buddha
	 Line 3: Relative (son, daughter, husband, wife) of…
	 Line 4: Resident of (city, and/or country)…
	 Line 5: Who lived from (year to year)
	 Line 6: Who searched for…
	 Line 7: Who taught…
	 Line 8: Who is remembered for…
	 Line 9: First and last name



Illustrated Dictionary Entries  Students can explain key terms in a lesson by 
making their own illustrated dictionary entries. They define the term in their 
own words, provide a synonym and an antonym, and draw an illustration that 
represents the term.

Examples
•	 Create an illustrated dictionary entry for the term samsara (enlightenment). 
•	 Create an illustrated dictionary entry for the term monopoly. 

Illustrated Proverbs  Students can choose a familiar proverb that helps explain 
complex concepts, and then illustrate the proverb to show how it pertains to the 
situation they are studying.

Example
•	 Complete this statement: “The Loyalist arguments against colonial indepen­

dence are best represented by this proverb… .” Choose one of the following 
proverbs or another one familiar to you: 

	 Don’t bite the hand that feeds you. 
	 Children should respect their elders. 
	 Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face. 
	 Below the proverb, make a simple  

illustration to show its meaning and label  
the historical comparisons.
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Invitations  Students can design invitations that highlight the main goals and 
salient facts of important events.

Examples
•	 Design an invitation to a conference on the allocation of resources from the 

Brazilian rainforest. The invitation should include the dates and location of the 
conference, should identify the key speakers, and should state the expected out­
comes of the conference. Invitations should include a bold title, an eye-catching 
visual, and other creative touches commonly used in formal invitations.

•	 Design an invitation for delegates to the Constitutional Convention. The invita­
tion should include the dates and location of the convention, a list of key del­
egates, and the expected outcomes of the convention. Invitations should include 
a bold title, a catchy statement to entice delegates to attend, and other creative 
touches commonly used in formal invitations.



Journals  Assuming the role of a key figure, students write journal entries that 
recount that person’s feelings and experiences, using the language of the era.

Examples
•	 Pretend you are a Confederate soldier at the beginning of the Civil War  

who has relatives living in the North. Explain why you are fighting for the 
Confederacy and what you will do if you encounter a relative on the  
battlefield.

•	 Pretend you are an Arab traveler on the Silk Road to China. Write a log that 
describes the highlights of your trip.

•	 Pretend you are a peasant, an aristocrat, or a member of the clergy during 
the radical stage of the French Revolution. Keep a journal describing how the 
events of this stage affect you.

Metaphorical Representations  Students might illustrate analogies that meta­
phorically explain difficult or abstract concepts.

Examples
•	 Complete this statement: “The scramble for African territory among European 

powers was like… .” Use one of the following analogies or one of your own: 
prospectors racing to stake a claim in the gold country; concert patrons clamor-
ing for the best seats; sharks in a feeding frenzy. Make a simple drawing of your 
analogy and label the historical comparisons.

•	 Complete this statement: “The three branches of government under the 
Constitution are like… .” Use one of the following analogies or one of your 
own: a three-ring circus, a football team, a musical band, a three-part  
machine. Make a simple drawing of your analogy and label the historical 
comparisons.

•	 Complete this statement: “The many changes in communist policies in China 
were like… .” Use one of the following analogies or one of your own: shifting 
winds, a seesaw, a tennis game. Make a simple drawing of the analogy and label 
the historical comparisons.
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“When I have to write as 
somebody living in another 
place and time, it really 
helps me figure out what 
people were dealing with 
back then.” 

— High School Student
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Mosaics  Students might create mosaics to synthesize information from a broad 
content area. Within the overall design, they can combine visuals and words on 
individual “tiles” to represent similarities, differences, and important concepts.

Examples
•	 Create a mosaic on Latin American demography. The mosaic should include 

an appropriate title, at least five colors, “tiles” whose sizes and shape convey the 
importance of the various topics, key words or phrases and a symbol on each 
tile, and graphics that express imagination and creativity.

•	 Create a mosaic to summarize key details on how Native Americans adapted 
to their environment. The mosaic should include an appropriate title, at least 
five colors, “tiles” containing visuals of various environmental adaptations, key 
words or phrases that describe each visual, and graphics that express imagina­
tion and creativity.

“Perhaps the most basic 
thing that can be said 
about human memory, 
after a century of  
research, is that unless 
detail is placed in a struc-
tured pattern, it is easily 
forgotten.” 

– Jerome Bruner



Perspective Pieces  Students can make drawings or write newspaper articles to 
represent different perspectives on controversial figures, events, and concepts.

Examples
•	 Create a Janus figure—a drawing based on the Roman god portrayed with two 

opposite faces—to represent the English and French perspectives on Joan of 
Arc. Label each part of the figure and explain its symbolism.

•	 Design a commemorative plaque for Hernán Cortés from the Spanish perspec­
tive. Then, design a Wanted poster for him from the Aztec perspective.

•	 Write two newspaper articles summarizing the bombardment of Fort Sumter. 
The first article should represent the perspective of a Union journalist, and the 
second should represent the opposing Confederate viewpoint. 

•	 Draw a simple representation of a pioneer and a Native American and list their 
different perspectives on the advantages and disadvantages of westward expan­
sion by white settlers.

Pictowords  To help define difficult concepts and themes, students can create 
pictowords, or symbolic representations of words or phrases that express their  
meaning.

Examples
•	 Create a pictoword for imperialism.
•	 Create a pictoword for escalation. 
•	 Create a pictoword for appeasement.
•	 Create a pictoword for fascism.
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Political Cartoons and Comic Strips  Students might create political cartoons 
and comic strips that provide social or political commentary about key events.

Examples
•	 Create a political cartoon that comments on the relationship between the North 

and the South on the eve of the Civil War. As symbols for the North and South, 
you may use siblings, a wife and husband, neighbors, or images of your own.

•	 Create a comic strip that depicts the steps involved in the silent trading of gold 
and salt in 10th-century West Africa. Captions or voice bubbles for the comic 
strip should contain these terms: North African, Wangaran, Soninke, gold, salt, 
Sahara Desert, Niger River, Ghana.

Postcards  After studying specific content, students could design and write mes­
sages on postcards to summarize information about places or events.

Examples
•	 Assume the role of a colonist who has settled in one of the thirteen colonies in 

the early 18th century. Write a postcard to a friend in Europe describing the 
your colony. Describe the key features of the colony and the colonists’ reasons 
for settling there. Create an image for the reverse side of the postcard that 
includes drawings, maps, or other visuals that highlight interesting features of 
the colony.

•	 After taking a “bus tour” that explores four aspects of life in Mexico City—its 
history, culture, neighborhoods, and environment—students can design and 
write a postcard summarizing what they learned.



Posters  Students can draw posters to emphasize key points about political ideas, 
a key figure’s point of view, or the reason behind important events.

Examples
•	 Create a campaign poster that might have been used in the election of 1828. 

The poster should list Andrew Jackson’s qualifications for the presidency, 
include a memorable campaign slogan, and employ colorful visuals. At the 
bottom of the poster, include graffiti that opponents of Jackson might have 
scrawled on such a poster.

•	 Have students design a Wanted poster for King John. The poster should list 
grievances the English have against John and the benefit of forcing him to sign 
the Magna Carta.

Report Cards  Graded evaluations are a way for students to assess the policies of 
leaders or governments.

Examples
•	 Evaluate the Allies’ response during World War II. Give a letter grade (A+, A, 

A–, B+, and so on) and a corresponding written explanation on each of these 
topics: policy toward Germany before 1939, effectiveness of military actions, 
response to the Holocaust, and concern for enemy civilians enduring wartime  
conditions.

•	 Evaluate Hatshepsut’s performance as a pharaoh. Give a letter grade (A+, A, A–, 
B+, and so on) and a corresponding written explanation on each of these top­
ics: expanding the empire, fostering trade with other peoples, and balancing the 
power among different groups in Egypt.
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“Learning history this way 
was much more than a 
bunch of dates and num-
bers. There was an under-
standing of history, rather 
than a memorization of 
isolated dates and  
names.”

— High School Student
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Sensory Figures  Students make a simple drawing of a prominent figure and 
label it with descriptions of what that person might be seeing, hearing, saying, 
feeling, or doing—to convey significant thoughts, feelings, and experiences.

Examples
•	 Create a sensory figure for Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage to Makkah.
•	 Create a sensory figure for Lady Murasaki Shikibu that represents daily life in 

Japan’s Imperial Court during the 11th century.
•	 Create sensory figures for Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. that show 

how their different backgrounds and experiences shaped their respective  
philosophies.

•	 Create a sensory figure for Elizabeth Cady Stanton after the Seneca Falls 
Convention.

Spectrums  By placing information along a spectrum, students can show their 
understanding of multiple perspectives on a topic or express an opinion about an 
issue.

Examples
•	 Draw a spectrum ranging from Favors Capitalism to Favors Socialism. Place 

along this spectrum the major political and industrial figures from 1890 to  
1940 that we have studied: Eugene Debs, Henry Ford, Emma Goldman,  
Herbert Hoover, John L. Lewis, Huey Long, John D. Rockefeller, Franklin 
Roosevelt, Teddy Roosevelt, and Booker T. Washington. Then write a one- 
sentence response to support your opinions.



•	 Draw a spectrum ranging from Abolish Slavery Now to Keep Slavery Forever. 
Use information from the class discussion and your textbook to place John C. 
Calhoun, Abraham Lincoln, and Harriet Tubman on the spectrum. Then write 
a one-sentence justification for your placement of each figure.

•	 Draw a spectrum ranging from Praiseworthy Motive to Condemnable Motive. 
Place along this spectrum each of the five motives for European imperialism: 
economic, political, religious, ideological, and exploratory. Then write a one-
sentence justification for your placement of each motive.
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“Students develop graphical 
thinking skills, and those 
who were alienated in the 
conventional classroom  
are often motivated to 
understand and express 
high-level concepts.”

— High School Teacher 
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Introduction

Effective assessment in social studies emphasizes activities in which students 
use their various intelligences to both demonstrate and further their under­
standing of key concepts in authentic ways. Such assessment reinforces learning 
and students reach a deeper and longer-term understanding of new material. 
They also perform better on standardized tests because the assessment focuses 
on cultivating a richer understanding of key concepts, not on test preparation 
itself. The TCI Approach supports the belief that effective assessment
•	 Measures what matters most.  Evaluative activities and tests should focus 

on key concepts and higher-level thinking, not on what is easiest to assess. 
•	 Taps into multiple intelligences.  An array of different forms of assessment 

allows all students the opportunity to show what they know.
•	 Involves activities that are indistinguishable from good learning  

activities.  Assessment activities should be both educational and engaging, 
involving challenging, real-life problems and tasks.

•	 Fosters the habit of self-reflection.  Assessment activities should encourage 
students to evaluate their own work and to reflect on their own progress.

•	 Prepares students for standardized tests.  Assessment should include some 
questions and tasks similar to those students will encounter on standard­
ized tests, ranging from fact comprehension to skills application and critical 
thinking and writing.

Assessments to Inform Instruction

Challenge students to  
tap more than just their  
linguistic intelligence in  
your assessments. Here,  
a teacher explains an  
assessment task in which  
students will be asked to  
analyze political cartoons.



Assessing Students’ Performance During Daily Activities

Effective assessment begins with the assessment of day-to-day activities, which 
benefits both teachers and students. Regular on-going assessment provides timely 
feedback on the effectiveness of your instruction. If you can identify what is 
working for students and what is not, you can adjust your instructional plans 
accordingly. For students, you are sending the message that every activity is 
important—not just busywork—and therefore worth assessing. This regular  
feedback encourages students to apply high standards to all of their work. It also 
helps students identify their strengths and weaknesses in a safe, low-stakes  
setting, and encourages them to reflect on ways to improve their future efforts.

You can build assessment into almost any activity in two ways. First, when you 
begin an activity, take time to make your expectations for students clear and 
explicit. You can do this orally or in writing—or, when possible, by providing 
models of finished products. Second, at the end of an activity, allow time for  
students to reflect on how well they met your expectations, either by asking  
them to do a self-assessment of their work or by conducting a debriefing with  
the entire class.

Following are suggestions for assessing four of the specific activity types in  
the TCI Approach: Visual Discovery, Social Studies Skill Builders, Experiential 
Exercises, and Response Groups. Ways to assess activities based on Problem 
Solving Groupwork and Writing for Understanding activities appear later in  
this section.

Visual Discovery  You can assess students’ visual literacy skills and understand­
ing of key concepts presented in a Visual Discovery activity based on
•	 their answers to your questions during the visual analysis.
•	 their participation in act-it-outs that bring the images to life.
•	 the thoroughness of their notes in the Interactive Student Notebook.
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“Standard pencil-and-paper 
short-answer tests sample 
only a small portion of 
intellectual abilities….  
The means of assessment 
we favor should ultimately 
search for genuine  
problem-solving or  
product-fashioning skills in 
individuals across a range 
of materials.” 

— Howard Gardner

Giving students regular 
feedback makes the  
assessment process a  
natural part of the class-
room experience.
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Social Studies Skill Builders  As pairs present their work to you for feedback 
during Social Studies Skill Builders, you can assess
•	 the quality and accuracy of their written answers.
•	 each student’s ability to work effectively and cooperatively with a partner.
•	 how well the pair manages their time and stays on task.

Experiential Exercises  After you have debriefed Experiential Exercises, you 
may want to assess your students on
•	 how well they met your behavior standards and learning expectations.
•	 their responses to questions during the debriefing.
•	 follow-up activities in which they connect what they learned in the activity to 

broader social studies concepts.

Response Groups  During Response Group activities, you may want to assess 
your students on
•	 participation in group discussions.
•	 the presenter’s ability to clearly express the group’s ideas.
•	 the quality of their written responses.

How to Assess Groupwork Equitably 

Assessing groupwork raises many questions: Should group evaluations be deter­
mined by the quality of the final product or the process used to create it? Should 
each student in a group receive the same grade? How do you create individual 
accountability within a group? What do you do about the student who does very 
little but whose group does excellent work, or the outstanding student whose 
group does mediocre work? How do you keep track of the goings-on in all groups 
so that you can evaluate the groups fairly? What role, if any, should students have 
in the evaluation process? 

Following are five steps for evaluating groupwork activities that address these 
questions. They give students a clear understanding of how they will be assessed, 
enable you to hold both individuals and groups accountable, and to make the 
grading process equitable. One tool for group assessment, the Brag Sheet, is  
shown to the right.

1.	 Set clear criteria for evaluation.  Tell students they will be assessed not only on 
the quality of the final product, but also on how effectively they work as a team. 
This underscores the value of using cooperative skills.

2.	Make both individuals and groups accountable.  Weigh half of a student’s 
grade on individual contribution and half on the group’s performance. Every 
member gets the same group grade; individual grades differ. In this way, stu­
dents who do outstanding work in a weak group will be rewarded for their 
efforts, and students who do little but benefit from being in a productive group 
will not receive a high overall grade. Importantly, students find this system fair 
and equitable.

Part of your assessment for 
Social Studies Skill Builders 
might focus on each stu-
dent’s ability to work effec-
tively with a partner.
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Groupwork Brag Sheet

Name: ________________________   My role in the group was: _______________________________

Please list all the ways you helped your group complete this task.

Please list all the ways you helped your group work effectively and cooperatively.

Using this scale, evaluate yourself and the members of your group on the criteria listed.
            1 (never)       2 (rarely)       3 (sometimes)       4 (usually)       5 (always)

Name                                 	 _____ Was your work of high quality?
Comments			   _____ Was your work completed on time?
				    _____ Did you contribute ideas during group discussions?
				    _____ Did you offer assistance to other group members?
				    _____ Did you maintain a positive attitude during groupwork?
				    _____ Total

Name                                 	 _____ Was their work of high quality?
Comments			   _____ Was their work completed on time?
				    _____ Did they contribute ideas during group discussions?
				    _____ Did they offer assistance to other group members?
				    _____ Did they maintain a positive attitude during groupwork?
				    _____ Total

Name                                 	 _____ Was their work of high quality?
Comments			   _____ Was their work completed on time?
				    _____ Did they contribute ideas during group discussions?
				    _____ Did they offer assistance to other group members?
				    _____ Did they maintain a positive attitude during groupwork?
				    _____ Total

Name                                 	 _____ Was their work of high quality?
Comments			   _____ Was their work completed on time?
				    _____ Did they contribute ideas during group discussions?
				    _____ Did they offer assistance to other group members?
				    _____ Did they maintain a positive attitude during groupwork?
				    _____ Total

Name                                 	 _____ Was their work of high quality?
Comments			   _____ Was their work completed on time?
				    _____ Did they contribute ideas during group discussions?
				    _____ Did they offer assistance to other group members?
				    _____ Did they maintain a positive attitude during groupwork?
				    _____ Total

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
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3.	 Record notes as groups work and when they present their final products. 
Observe groups as they work, and take notes on how well they exhibit coopera­
tive skills and how each group member is (or is not) contributing to the group’s 
success. Then record notes on the quality of their final product when they share 
it with the class. In this way, you can quickly formulate a group grade that is 
based on both how students worked and what they produced.

4.	Have students complete self-assessments.  At the end of groupwork activities, 
have each student complete a Brag Sheet (see page 121), a self-assessment in 
which they evaluate their contribution to the group as well as the group’s per­
formance. This allows students to reflect on the group’s effort and gives you 
additional information on which to base your assessment. It also gives students 
the opportunity to “brag” about their contributions—such as extra work done 
outside of class—so that their work gets evaluated fairly. Make it clear that Brag 
Sheets are confidential.

5.	 Determine group and individual grades.  Use the notes you recorded during 
the activity plus students’ Brag Sheets to formulate group and individual grades. 
Base the group grade on how well the group worked together (process) and 
the quality of what they produced (product). Record the group and individual 
grades on each Brag Sheet, total them, write comments, and return the Brag 
Sheets to your students.

How to Assess Writing Assignments Efficiently

Assessing written work can be taxing and time-consuming, especially if you 
expect to thoroughly review and grade every piece of writing your students pro­
duce. Here are some alternatives that will give your students substantive feedback 
on their writing while saving you from an overwhelming load of paperwork.

Use peer-feedback groups.  Having students exchange and review one another’s 
papers during the writing process minimizes the time it takes you to review rough 
drafts. Consider providing an Editing Checklist to guide students (see page 123). 
Reading one another’s work gives students the chance to see a variety of individual 
writing styles. See page 64 for a complete description of the peer-feedback process.

Grade only final drafts.  When students write both a rough draft and a final 
draft, you might give them some feedback on the rough draft, but actually grade 
only the final draft.

Use focused grading.  Grade for only one or two specific parts of the assignment 
other than content. For example, you might look for an introduction that grabs the 
reader’s attention, the quality of supporting details, a good thesis statement, a con­
clusion that summarizes the main points, rich vocabulary, strong writer’s voice, 
or organization. Clearly define the criteria for assessment. Or, at the beginning of 
each assignment, consider not telling students which portion you will grade; this 
will encourage high quality in all areas of their writing.

“Brag Sheets are lifesavers  
in parent conferences. 
Many parents are leery of 
group projects and group 
grading because their 
child might be ‘held back’ 
because of the other stu-
dents, or their child could 
end up doing all the work. 
The students’ explanation 
of their contributions help 
parents to understand the 
grade.”

— Middle School Teacher



Use a portfolio system.  Develop a portfolio system in which students keep select­
ed samples of their work through the semester. After students complete  
several writing assignments, have them choose two or three to revise further. 
Thoroughly grade these “best” writing products. This is an excellent way to 
monitor individual student progress.

Stagger due dates.  To manage your paper load, stagger the due dates you set for 
major writing assignments among your classes. Allot ample time between due 
dates, and don’t set a due date immediately before the end of a grading period.

Use a rubric.  Create a basic rubric to allow students to assess their own work 
during the writing process. Tailor the form to reflect the criteria of particular  
assignments. Include space for both student and teacher comments. 
Communication and feedback is key to improving future writing assignments. 
See the example rubric in the Writing Evaluation Form on page 124. 
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“Self-evaluation is new to 
most students. They think 
once they turn a paper in, it  
is out of their lives forever. 
Asking them to take the 
time to evaluate their work  
forces them to reconsider  
some of their efforts, 
answers, and choices.”

— High  School Teacher

Editing Checklist

1.	 Describe the appearance of the paper. Is it typed? 
Well-formatted? Clean?

2.	 List any spelling errors.

3.	 List punctuation or capitalization suggestions.

4.	 Give examples of sentences that are hard to read, 
and offer alternatives.

5.	 Give examples of arguments that were not supported 
with details or examples, and suggest alternatives.

6.	 Comment on the paper’s organization.

Editor’s signature ______________________________________
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Writing Evaluation Form

Name

Assignment						             Date

		  Student Assessment	 Teacher Assessment	 Points

1.	 First draft completed on time

2.	 Helpful suggestions given in  
peer-feedback group to other  
writers

3.	 Revision notes made on first draft

4.	 Revisions incorporated into  
final draft

5.	 Careful editing of final draft for  
spelling, grammar, and  
punctuation errors

6.	 Final draft completed on time

7.	 Historical information used  
correctly

8.	 Ideas supported with detail

9.	 Sentences clear and understandable

10.	Appropriate format and  
organization

Student comments									             Total

Teacher comments

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   



How to Manage Assessment of Student Notebooks 

As part of the TCI Approach, the Interactive Student Notebook (explained in 
detail in Part 3) is a powerful tool for organizing student thoughts and notes. 
However, you must develop an effective system for assessing notebooks to keep 
the task from becoming burdensome and time-consuming, or both you and your 
students will become discouraged. The following suggestions will help you man­
age the load of assessing notebooks while still giving students regular, helpful 
feedback.

Informal Assessment  Here are some ways to assess notebooks informally on a 
regular basis, thus giving students immediate feedback as well as saving you time 
during more formal evaluations of notebooks:

Monitor notebooks aggressively in the first few weeks of the course.  Glance at 
notebooks each time they are used for the first two weeks of the semester. Walk 
around the classroom while students are working, giving positive comments and 
helpful suggestions. This is especially important early in the year as you establish 
expectations for notebook quality. 

Check homework while students are working.  While students work on another 
assignment, walk around the classroom and conduct a quick check for the previ­
ous night’s homework. Give each student a special stamp or a mark, such as 0 = 
not done; 4– = needs work; 4= average work; 4+ = excellent. This helps ensure 
that students complete their work on time and allows you to give them immediate 
feedback.

Set a clear, high standard.  Provide a model of outstanding work for a particular 
assignment or set of class notes. Have students, in pairs, assess their own note­
books according to the model.

Allow students to use their notebooks on a quiz or test.  This reward comes as 
a pleasant surprise to students who have thorough, accurate content information 
in a well-organized notebook. If they have done a good job with their notebooks, 
their quiz or test grade should reflect this.
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A bit of personal encourage-
ment and guidance early on 
will help get your students 
off to a good start.

“Remember, students do 
what teachers inspect, not 
what they expect.”

— Middle School Teacher
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Formal Assessment of Notebooks  Some teachers collect and formally assess 
notebooks every three to four weeks; others do so less frequently. Regardless of 
how often you decide to assess, here are some suggestions for making the process 
easy for you and meaningful for students.

Explain the criteria used to grade notebooks.  At the beginning of the year, 
clearly explain the criteria on which notebooks will be assessed. This may include 
the quality and completeness of assignments, visual appearance, neatness, and 
organization. Consider creating a simple rubric that identifies the criteria and how 
they will be assessed.

Stagger notebook collection and grading.  If you use Interactive Student 
Notebooks in all your classes, do not collect them all at once—stagger their  
collection so that you have only one class set to evaluate at a time.

Grade selectively. Don’t feel compelled to grade every notebook entry. Carefully 
assess the most important entries, and consider spot-checking the others.

Notebook evaluation sheets 
are most effective when 
tailored to meet the specific 
needs and expectations 
you have for your students. 
Use these sample sheets for 
ideas as you design your 
own.



Create a notebook evaluation form. To aid in assessing the notebooks, create a 
notebook evaluation sheet and distribute it to students to fill out before they  
turn in their notebooks. Examples of notebook evaluation forms are shown below 
and opposite. Use them as a basis for creating your own evaluation sheet. The 
form on page 126 allows you to designate which assignments will be graded. 
Before using such a form, make sure students know the assessment criteria for  
the assignments—such as completeness, neatness, aesthetic appearance, organiza­
tion, and effective use of color. The form shown below allows for a more holistic 
assessment of the notebook. Tailor the forms to suit your needs.

Have students do a self-assessment of their work. When students self-assess 
their notebooks, it enables them to reflect on their learning and critically review 
their progress. Explain that if your assessment differs markedly from theirs— 
better or worse—they will have the opportunity to discuss with you the reasons 
for your assessment. Make it clear that ultimately your grade is binding. 
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Give Tests That Involve a Range of Skills 

At the end of a topic of study and as the last part of the assessment process,  
students should be given a culminating test that allows them to demonstrate, in  
a variety of ways, what they learned. Instead of simple fact recall, such a test 
should progress from comprehension of big ideas to application of social studies 
and reading skills, to critical thinking and writing. Accordingly, this test should 
include different types of questions and response formats. Specifically, tests such 
as these should
•	 Tap multiple intelligences. Since traditional tests in social studies are purely  

linguistic, a more effective test should also tap other intelligences, such as  
visual-spatial, logical-mathematical, intrapersonal, and musical-rhythmic.

•	 Include both closed- and open-ended questions.
•	 Require students to do some form of writing.
•	 Measure students’ ability to apply social studies and reading skills.
•	 Contain elements found on standardized tests—like multiple-choice ques­

tions—so that students are confident when they encounter them.

Following are several types of questions (drawn from existing end-of-unit  
assessments in various TCI products) that you might consider using.

Standard Multiple Choice
•	 The Declaration of Independence was written to explain

A.	why the colonists thought “taxation without representation” was unfair.
B.	what Britain needed to do to win back the loyalty of the colonies.
C.	why it was time for the colonies to separate from Great Britain.
D.	what other nations could do to help the colonies win their freedom.

•	 What is an example of a cultural effect that trade had on the peoples that used 
the Silk Road?
A.	China became wealthy trading silk.
B.	Rome became powerful trading jade.
C.	Buddhism spread from India to China.
D.	Daoism spread from China to Rome.

Justified Multiple Choice
•	 Which of the following is the best definition of capitalism? Justify your answer 

in a paragraph. Explain why you chose that answer and did not choose the  
others.
A.	an economic system based on governmental control of the economy
B.	an economic system based on free competition between businesses, an open 

market, private ownership, and private businesses competing for business
C.	an economic system based on little private ownership, people working  

mainly for themselves, and subsistence farming

“Multiple-choice helps pre-
pare my students for stan-
dardized testing, but I find 
that open-ended, multiple 
intelligence tasks are  
usually a much more 
authentic assessment of  
student learning.”

— Middle School Teacher



•	 Which of the following is the best description of the Freedom Charter? Justify 
your answer in a paragraph. That is, explain why you chose this answer and 
did not choose the others.
A.	 proclaimed that South Africa belonged to black Africans only and called for 

a violent overthrow of the white government
B.	 proclaimed that South Africa belonged to all who live in it and called for 

wealth to be redistributed equally among blacks
C.	 proclaimed that South Africa belonged to black Africans only and called for 

wealth to be redistributed equally among blacks and whites

Visual Prompts
•	 This picture illustrates the writing of

A.	the Olive Branch Petition.
B.	Common Sense. 
C.	the Mayflower Compact.
D.	the Declaration of Independence.

•	 The picture suggests that the first draft was
A.	difficult to understand.
B.	the length of a book.
C.	revised several times.
D.	perfect as first written.

Visual Analysis
Look at this allegorical print by William 
Balfour Ker, From the Depths (1906). Who 
do the people at the top of the image  
represent? Who do the people in the lower  
part of the image represent? What does the 
image depict? What does this image reveal 
about the Industrial Revolution? 
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Music Analysis
•	 Listen to this piece of music, “Cavalleria Rusticana.” Which style or period of 

art does it reflect: classical, romantic, or verismo? Explain your choice by refer­
ring to at least two qualities of the music.

•	 Listen to this piece of music, “Hail, Columbia!” Does the sound and spirit of 
this song best reflect the ideals of Thomas Jefferson or Alexander Hamilton? 
Justify your answer by drawing connections to two ideas of either Jefferson or 
Hamilton.

Graphic Questions
•	 Create a Venn diagram that shows three unique powers of the Senate, three 

unique powers of the House of Representatives, and three powers that both 
houses share.

•	 Create a flow chart to explain how England changed from a traditional to an 
industrial society. Use the following vocabulary terms and create a visual to 
represent each: subsistence farming, factory system, cottage industry, capitalism, 
mercantilism, revolution.

•	 Create a real estate advertisement that encourages people to move to 
Constantinople in the 6th century. Include an appropriate title, five reasons to 
come to Constantinople, a quote from a person living in Constantinople, and 
appropriate creative touches.

Multiple Intelligence Tasks
•	 Pretend you are a publisher who is about to publish a book about the writing of 

the Declaration of Independence. Design a cover for the book. Make sure your 
book cover includes the following:
—	a short, catchy title for the book that will make people want to read it.
—	at least three visuals that represent either (A) the Declaration of 

Independence or (B) key events that led to writing the Declaration.
—	a one-sentence recommendation for the book. The recommendation should 

be from an important historical figure whose opinion on the topic would 
influence people to read the book. (Example: “Best thing I’ve read since 
Common Sense”—Thomas Paine)

•	 Create a political cartoon that represents your opinion on whether the actions 
of the United States during the period of manifest destiny should be praised or 
condemned. Your cartoon should include the following:
—	at least one figure or symbol to represent the United States.
—	at least two figures or symbols to represent the other countries or groups 

affected by manifest destiny.
—	at least one figure or symbol to represent one of the key events from the  

period of manifest destiny.
—	thought or speech bubbles that express what the cartoon figures are feeling 

and why, or a one-sentence caption that summarizes the cartoon’s message. 

“When I incorporate music, 
I reach some kids in ways 
that I never could other-
wise. It’s amazing how 
much history can be taught 
through music.”

— Middle School Teacher



Use Culminating Projects as an Alternative  
Method of Assessment

The Culminating Project is an effective alternative assessment tool 
because it allows all learners to use their various intelligences to create 
products that demonstrate their mastery of the content. In a well- 
conceived Culminating Project, the requirements and standards for  
each project are known in advance, and the teacher—often the students’ 
adversary during a traditional test—coaches students to complete their 
work thoughtfully and to the best of their abilities. The essential ques­
tions and concepts central to the project are introduced in the beginning 
of a unit, guide the unit, and are reinforced during each lesson. 

As they develop Culminating Projects, students apply their various intel­
ligences to demonstrate an understanding of content in meaningful ways. 
For example, a Culminating Project might challenge students to design  
a museum celebrating the rise of Islam which addresses the question, 
How were people’s lives affected by the spread of the message of Islam?  
Another might ask students to perform a griot’s tale to demonstrate their 
knowledge of the empires and kingdoms of sub-Saharan Africa.

Culminating Projects share many or all of the following characteristics:

The project is central to the unit.  It focuses on the key questions, difficult issues, 
essential understandings, and important concepts of the unit.

The project is known to students in advance.  This kind of assessment is not a 
last-minute creation hidden until test day. Students know at the beginning of a 
unit how they will be assessed and have time to prepare accordingly.

The project requires students to think deeply about important course  
content.  Unlike traditional tests with a greater emphasis on recall, Culminating 
Projects challenge students to exercise higher-level thinking skills—comprehen­
sion, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation—as they complete complex 
problem solving tasks.

Students create a meaningful product or performance.  Rather than simply 
memorizing content for an exam, students make use of what they have learned  
to create a unique product or performance that demonstrates their knowledge.

The project demands that students use a variety of intelligences.  Well-designed 
projects tap into more than one intelligence. Many projects combine group and 
individual activities.

Students know the standards by which their work will be judged.  Standards 
of excellence are communicated to students when they begin their projects.  
As they work, students are encouraged to assess their own efforts and to seek  
feedback from their peers or their teacher to use in revising and improving their 
final products or performances.
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“Culminating Projects allow 
the students to articulate 
what they learned through 
learning styles they are  
comfortable with. I’ve seen 
students produce work 
I didn’t know they were 
capable of. These projects 
also lowered students’ test 
anxiety because they don’t 
have to show everything 
they know in 50 minutes.”

— High School Teacher
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The project fosters the habit of self-assessment.  Students are encouraged 
to evaluate their own work and to reflect on their own growth and progress  
over time.

The teacher acts as a coach.  When teachers use Culminating Projects rather 
than traditional assessments, their role shifts from that of proctor to coach. Just as 
a basketball coach does everything within reason to help players perform at their 
peak on the court, the teacher does everything possible to help students reach the 
highest level of performance they are capable of on their projects.

The following examples demonstrate the breadth and depth of Culminating 
Projects:

Creating an Annotated Mural of Modern Latin America  Students work in 
groups to create a mural that pictures modern Latin America and answers this 
question: What are the most important ideas you learned about modern Latin 
America? The mural must include four sections: Overview of Latin America, 
Modern Mexico, the Brazilian Rainforest, and Latin American Cultural 
Connections to the United States. The mural also must incorporate a variety of 
elements—maps, timelines, symbols, illustrations, quotes—to demonstrate what 
students have learned. In the center of the mural, students list five conclusions  
that can be drawn about modern Latin America. Students then write a two-page  
artist’s statement in which they explain the meaning of their group mural. 

“It helps students enormously 
if I can show them great 
examples of what students 
did in the past with a  
particular project. It makes 
the abstract idea tangible 
to students and it sets high 
standards because they can 
see so clearly what an  
excellent project will have  
to look like.”

— High School Teacher
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An Illustrated Storybook About the Roaring Twenties 
and the Great Depression  Students work in pairs to 
create an illustrated storybook that answers this  
question: What are the key lessons of the Roaring 
Twenties and the Great Depression? The storybook must 
have five sections: Post-World-War-I-Tensions, Good 
Times of the 1920s, Causes of the Great Depression,  
The Human Impact of the Great Depression, and The 
New Deal. After outlining their ideas, students write  
the text, draw illustrations, and add other artistic  
adornments in booklets that describe the major events  
of the Roaring Twenties and the Great Depression and 
the key lessons people can learn from them. The  
storybook is to be written for a fifth-grade audience and 
should demonstrate a clear understanding of the major 
historical issues and legacies.

Publishing a News Magazine on Change in Europe  Students work in groups 
of four to “publish” a news magazine on Europe’s transition to the modern world. 
Their final product should answer this question: How did innovation and reform 
during the Renaissance, Reformation, and Age of Exploration change life in Europe? 
The news magazine must feature at least three of these topics: religion, art and 
architecture, science and technology, business, education, urban life, and  
exploration. Other elements of the news magazine include an introductory 
letter from the editors, a table of contents 
with a timeline of key events, profiles on the 
top three newsmakers of the era, and a con­
cluding article on the legacy of this period. 
Groups use materials accumulated through­
out the unit—original writing, visuals, and 
historical notes—and resources that they 
collect through additional research. 

“Culminating Projects 
help me to pull everything 
together in the end. I get to 
see how much I’ve learned.”

— High School Student
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Tolerant Classroom
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Introduction

Introduction

In social studies classrooms across the nation, the same scene plays out on the 
first day of school: students cautiously and self-consciously enter their new  
classrooms, feeling excited but also guarded, apprehensive, and sometimes 
scared. The interactive, experiential, stimulating learning that is at the heart  
of the TCI Approach cannot take place until students feel comfortable with 
sharing ideas, taking risks, working cooperatively, tolerating differences, and 
disagreeing honestly with the teacher and their classmates. Thus, every year, 
with each new class, you need to take purposeful steps to develop a “safe”  
community in your classroom. 

Using a systematic process to create a cooperative, tolerant classroom  
environment will yield powerful results:

•	 Students interact more freely and learn more because they are safe from  
ridicule, put-downs, and bullying.

•	 The class develops a sense of community and trust.
•	 All students feel valued and respected.
•	 Classroom management is proactive and consistent, rather than reactive  

and punitive.

“I like the other kids in this 
class. They’re friendly and 
we help each other out.” 

— Middle School Student
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•	 Students learn to tolerate differences, respect ideas, and appreciate diversity.
•	 You and your students develop a collaborative, rather than an adversarial,  

relationship.
•	 You and your students feel comfortable taking risks.
•	 Cooperative interaction is an integral part of whole-class instruction,  

groupwork activities, and paired work.
•	 Ethnic and cultural diversity is perceived as an opportunity, not a problem.

Ten steps for creating a cooperative, tolerant classroom follow. For each step, you 
are told the rationale, what to do, and when to do it. Use the steps as they appear, 
or adapt them to your own teaching style and the age and social-skill levels of 
your students.

Greet your students at the door every day  
as they enter your classroom. 

Rationale  Students like to be recognized for who they are: young 
people with a wide range of needs, interests, and feelings. Making 

time to say hello, smile, and talk with them demonstrates respect for them as 
people, conveys a warmth students quickly recognize and respond to, and models 
important social skills.

What to Do  Explain to your students that you will greet them at the door 
each day so that you can make a personal connection with them. Stand by your  
classroom door between classes. As your students enter your classroom, greet 
them with a friendly Hello, Good 
morning, or How’s it going? As the 
year progresses and you know your 
students better, your banter with 
them will become more informed 
and less superficial. If you are 
unable to be at the door on a given 
day, assign a student to the job of 
“greeter” to welcome the rest of the  
class on your behalf. 

When  Start the first day of class, 
and do it every day.

S T E P

1

Greeting students as they 
enter your room makes 
them feel immediately  
welcome and sets the tone 
for a cooperative, tolerant 
classroom.

“My teacher takes time to 
greet us each day, it really 
makes us feel welcome.  
I like it.”  

— Middle School Student
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Explain your expectations for classroom  
behavior. 

Rationale  The key to creating a cooperative, tolerant classroom is 
to involve students in regulating their own behavior. They will need 

guidance, but you can grant students control over their actions by establishing a 
simple set of classroom rules. These make your expectations clear, but also show 
that you trust students to know which behaviors will uphold the rules and which 
ones won’t. You need not make a rule for every conceivable misbehavior; that only 
sends the message that you do not trust your students to behave properly.

What to Do  Tell students that their behavior in your classroom will be guided 
by a few rules, or guidelines. Explain that these guidelines will help them build 
a cooperative, tolerant classroom community. Here are three suggested rules; 
modify them to meet your needs. You may also want to involve your students in 
shaping the class rules.

1.	 Treat everyone, including the teacher, with respect.
2.	 Use kind words and actions toward others.
3.	 Do everything you can to help yourself and others learn.

Give your students specific examples of respectful conduct, appropriate words and 
actions, and behaviors that facilitate learning. As an example of respectful behav-
ior, you might explain how to disagree with someone in a positive way by using 
their name, restating their argument, and then giving your own position. State 
explicitly that racist, sexist, and homophobic comments will not be tolerated. 

Post the guidelines in the classroom, have students place them inside their note-
books, and frequently review them. Most importantly, model these behaviors 
throughout the year. If you do not set a convincing example, or if your behavior 
contradicts the guidelines, your students will quickly ignore them.

When  Introduce these guidelines the 
first day of class and review them every 
day the first several times the class 
meets, especially as new students join 
the class. Then review them as neces-
sary, especially as they relate to working 
cooperatively in groups. (Specific behav-
iors for groupwork are discussed further 
in Step 6, page 145.)

S T E P

2
“I discovered a lot about 
myself as an educator 
when I implemented these 
guidelines in my classroom. 
Occasionally, I have  
failed to meet one of the 
guidelines, and a brave 
student has pointed it out. 
When my class realizes  
that I also must follow 
them, they really buy into 
the program.” 

— Middle School Teacher

Establish the classroom 
expectation that students 
will be tolerant and respect-
ful of one another.
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Stage an icebreaker to make students more 
comfortable with their new classmates. 

Rationale  Students are often nervous and anxious as they try to 
adapt to a new setting, a new group of classmates, and a new teacher. 

Until they feel more at ease, students may interact inappropriately or be unwilling 
to take risks with one another. Many students, in fact, will not participate in class 
discussions until they are confident that their comments will not be belittled or 
quickly categorized as “wrong.” Consequently, it is crucial that you invest time  
to break the ice and start building classroom rapport. The sooner students feel 
comfortable, the sooner meaningful learning can take place.

What to Do  Give each student a copy of one of these icebreakers: “Get the 
Autograph of Someone Who…” or “Multiple Intelligences Bingo” (pages  
140–141). Explain that students will need to obtain signatures from classmates 
who fit each of the characteristics mentioned on the sheet. In so doing, they must 
talk to at least 18 different people. Before asking for a signature, students must 
introduce themselves (Hello, my name is…). After obtaining someone’s signature 
for a given characteristic, students must ask that person a related question. (Where 
outside of the state did you go last summer? What type of musical instrument do 
you play?) This helps students learn the names of their classmates and find out a 
little about them, instead of simply shoving the paper at one another without any 
real interaction. Tell students that you, too, are available for signatures. You may 
even want to complete this activity with them.

After most students have completed the activity, go through the categories to  
find out which students in the class fit each characteristic. Students begin to  
make connections with each other as they acknowledge the talents, interests, and  
experiences represented in the class. By the end of the class period, you and the 
students will feel far more comfortable with one another.

When  Conduct an icebreaker during the first week of class. You may want to use 
similar activities periodically to build and maintain the sense of community in 
the class, or when new students arrive.

S T E P

3

Icebreakers—such as  
having students pair up 
to talk about their favorite 
book or game—give  
students an opportunity  
to become comfortable  
with one another in an 
informal setting.
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Get the Autograph of Someone Who...

For each of the 35 categories below, find someone in the class who fits the description. Before you get  
his or her autograph, you must shake the person’s hand and introduce yourself (“Hello, my name is . . . ”) 
and ask one question about the item the person is signing. For example, for the first category about leaving 
the state, you might ask, “Where did you go?” You are allowed only two signatures from the same person. 
You will have to circulate throughout the classroom.

  1.	Has left the state over the summer ___________________________________________________
  2.	Has the same shoe size as you ______________________________________________________
  3.	Likes to watch football ___________________________________________________________
  4.	Likes to draw __________________________________________________________________
  5.	Plays a musical instrument ________________________________________________________
  6.	Has been to a play _______________________________________________________________
  7.	Has had braces _________________________________________________________________
  8.	Is wearing jeans ________________________________________________________________
  9.	Is in another class with you ________________________________________________________
10.	Is new to this school _____________________________________________________________
11.	 Is from a different ethnic group than you ______________________________________________
12.	Has traveled to another country _____________________________________________________
13.	Has the same color eyes as you ______________________________________________________
14.	Likes to read in bed ______________________________________________________________
15.	Was born outside the United States ___________________________________________________
16.	Likes to dance __________________________________________________________________
17.	 Has a hair style different from yours __________________________________________________
18.	Is much taller than you ___________________________________________________________
19.	You have never spoken to before _____________________________________________________
20.	Loves history ___________________________________________________________________
21.	Dislikes history _________________________________________________________________
22.	Has been surfing or ice skating ______________________________________________________
23.	Likes the outdoors _______________________________________________________________
24.	Has more than two brothers and sisters _______________________________________________
25.	Is an only child _________________________________________________________________
26.	Likes to sing ___________________________________________________________________
27.	 Speaks another language __________________________________________________________
28.	Likes the same TV show as you _____________________________________________________
29.	Likes to swim __________________________________________________________________
30.	Was born in the same month as you __________________________________________________
31.	 Has ridden a bike over 25 miles in one day _____________________________________________
32.	Knows how to sew _______________________________________________________________
33.	Chews gum ____________________________________________________________________
34.	Likes broccoli __________________________________________________________________
35.	Plays on a sports team ____________________________________________________________

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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Multiple Intelligences Bingo

Circulate through the room to find people who have the characteristics listed below. When you find  
someone who meets the description, write his or her name in the box below the description. You may  
put each person’s name in a box only once. When you have a line of five names horizontally, vertically,  
or diagonally, call out “Bingo” loudly.

meets with  
friends to do 
homework or 
study for tests

is a good  
storyteller

doodles on  
lecture notes

loves the  
outdoors

plays on a  
sports team

likes to play 
chess

keeps a personal 
journal

loves to play  
computer games

is a good  
speller

reads  
a lot

plays a musical 
instrument

can tap out a  
song on the piano 

after hearing it 
once

often has people 
ask him or her  

for advice

prefers  
working  

alone

likes doing  
puzzles

loves puns and 
word games

is a good  
artist 

has a hard time  
sitting still

likes to take  
things apart and 
put them back 
together again

hums while  
working

can tell when 
someone is  

singing off-key

belongs  
to a club 

likes science  
class

wants to know 
how things work

is independent, 
does not like to 

conform

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
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Convince students that learning how  
to work effectively with others will benefit  
them throughout their lives. 

Rationale  Students sometimes need to be convinced that what they 
are learning is worthwhile, so take the time to explain the short-term and long-
term benefits of cooperation. Cooperative learning is not only a sound pedagogical 
approach supported by research, but also a means to teach students valuable “peo-
ple skills” that will serve them away from school, especially given our increasingly 
diverse population.

What to Do  Make a transparency of “Survey of Employers” (see below). Ask stu-
dents this question: Other than being able to do the job, what do you think most 
employers look for in an employee? Allow them a few moments for discussion and 
then project the survey.

Point out that these top-rated characteristics—including communication skills, 
teamwork skills, and interpersonal skills—are not directly addressed in most 
schools’ curricula. Explain that throughout your class, students will have an 
opportunity to develop those attributes as they work with others on a variety of 
activities. In this way, they will not only be learning social studies, but also effec-
tive ways to work with others. 

This step will take only about 20 minutes. Make it clear to students that you will 
be teaching not only subject-matter content, but also cooperative skills that will 
serve them outside of class.

When  Do this sometime during the first week or two of class, before holding any 
formal small-group activities. You may also want to send a copy of “Survey of 
Employers” home to families to let them know why working effectively with others 
will be emphasized in your class.

“The future of America... 
will rest with people who 
can think and act with 
informed grace across  
ethnic, cultural and  
linguistic lines.” 

— Robert Hughes,
Culture of Complaint:

The Fraying of America

Survey of Employers

Employers were asked to rank the qualities or skills they consider most 
important in the people who work for them. This what they look for: 
1.	 Communication skills  How well do you speak and write?
2.	Honesty and integrity  Are you honest? Can you be trusted?
3.	 Teamwork skills  Do you work well with others?
4.	Interpersonal skills  Do you listen to other people’s ideas? Are you 

friendly and cooperative?
5.	 Strong work ethic  Do you work hard and always do your best work?
6.	Motivation and initiative  Are you eager to get the job done? Can you 

get started without being told what to do?

Source: Adapted from “Job Outlook 2002 Survey of Employers,” conducted by the National  
Association of Colleges and Employers

S T E P
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Teach students how to move efficiently and 
properly into groups of various sizes. 

Rationale  While it may seen unnecessary to teach students—
particularly high school students—how to move their desks into 

groups, a 15- to 20-minute investment will pay dividends in time saved through-
out the year. Part of the success of groupwork activities depends on groups sitting 
in precise configurations. Without clearly stated expectations about how to move 
into groups quickly, students will waste valuable time. Students must be able to 
move into groups and be ready to start work in no more than one minute. This is  
particularly vital for teachers who teach more than one subject or float from room 
to room. You can accomplish this with just a brief training.

What to Do  Tell students they will be working in several types of small groups 
throughout the year and must know how to move into each type of group quickly 
and efficiently. Explain that before they move into groups, you will tell them (1) 
the materials they need to take with them, (2) with whom they will be working, 
and, (3) where they will be working. Advise students that you consider groups to 
be prepared only when all are seated quietly and properly with materials at hand.

Emphasize that their desk arrangement is important to group success. When work-
ing in pairs, students should place their desks either side by side, with 
the sides touching, or facing one another, with the front edges touch-
ing. (The type of activity will determine which placement to use.) For 
most other large groups, the front corners of the desks must touch. 
This allows each student to face all group members.

With these expectations clear, allow students to practice moving into 
groups. Randomly assign students to various-sized groups and indi-
cate where they should meet. Instruct them to take all of their class 
materials. When the directions are clear, say, “Go!” Time them, and 
watch that their movement meets your expectations. If necessary, 
allow them to discuss what went wrong. They may discover it is best 
to use the desks that are already in the vicinity of their assigned spot 
rather than dragging their own desks across the room. Have them  
repeat the process until they can do it in “record time.” 

Be prepared for students to think this exercise is silly at best and condescending at 
worst. Understand their feelings, but explain that it really will make a difference in 
how well the activity goes, and consequently in how much they will learn. Some 
teachers treat this like a game, called the Desk Olympics (page 144). They create 
various events, such as Side-by-Side Pairs and Groups of Four, and post “Olympic 
records” for best times. If you play Olympic theme music before each event, stu-
dents will get caught up in the fun and competition, while at the same time they 
are internalizing your expectations for moving into groups.

When  Do this during the first few weeks of class, before assigning any formal 
groupwork activities that require rearranging the room.

“After I took time to teach 
Desk Olympics, my  
students can now enter the 
room, read the map posted 
on the board, efficiently 
move all the desks into the 
new arrangement and find 
their designated spots in 
minutes.” 

— High School Teacher

It may seem silly at first 
to teach students how to 
move into exact arrange-
ments. But soon your stu-
dents will be able to move 
into different-size groups 
quickly and begin working 
without disruption or delay.
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Desk Olympics

You will be working in groups of different sizes throughout this course and must practice moving  
into groups efficiently. When your teacher says “Go!” you must move into whatever configuration  
is shown below and bring everything—backpacks, notebooks, pens, jackets—with you. You will  
be timed on how fast you get into perfect formation.

Event 1

Side-by-Side Pairs
Time

Event 2

Face-to-Face Pairs
Time

Event 3

Groups of Three
Time

Event 4

Groups of Four
Time

Event 5

Groups of Five
Time

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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Use role-playing activities to teach  
your students cooperative skills.

Rationale  For groups to function cooperatively, students must 
know what it means to work in a cooperative fashion. Too often 

teachers put students into groups and simply say, Cooperate. But many students 
lack the necessary social skills or have little prior experience working as a team. 
Therefore you must teach these skills, or you will find yourself continually react-
ing to inappropriate behavior. Role-playing activities allow students to identify 
what both cooperative and noncooperative behaviors sound, look, and feel like.

What to Do  There are two ways to teach and reinforce cooperative skills: You 
can use a five-step process to separately teach any of ten specific skills, or use 
a scripted role play that more generally models appropriate and inappropriate 
behaviors for groupwork.

For the five-step process, make and display a 
transparency of “Cooperative Skills” (page 147). 
Tell students that you are going to ask for some 
volunteers to demonstrate some of the specific do’s 
and don’ts of groupwork. For example, here is how 
you might approach one of the ten listed behaviors 
(Cooperative Skill 7):

1.	 Name the behavior.  On the board, on a trans-
parency, or on large paper, start a T-chart with 
the skill as the heading: Use positive comments, 
encourage, and express appreciation.

2.	Demonstrate the behavior.  Have three volunteers join you in the middle of 
the room. As a group task, ask them to quickly generate a list of the ten great-
est concerns in the United States today. Encourage everyone to participate, and 
praise group members who come up with good ideas.

3.	 Define the behavior.  Label the two columns of the T-chart “Looks Like” and 
“Sounds Like.” Ask students to identify actions you took and words you said 
that were positive, encouraging, and appreciative, and list them on the chart. 
Here are possible entries:

S T E P
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A teacher joins in this role 
play to demonstrate how 
inappropriate behavior can 
disrupt the groupwork  
process.

“Students have more need of 
models than of critics.”

— Joseph Joubert, 
18th-Century French 

Moralist

Looks Like	 Sounds Like

Made eye contact	 Great idea!

Smiled and leaned forward	 Please repeat that so everyone can hear.

Nodded head	 Right!

Gave “thumbs-up” sign	 Thanks.

Gave high-five to group member	 Do you have any other good ideas?
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4.	Practice the behavior.  Once students have clearly defined the behavior, give 
them a simple discussion task and allow them to practice in groups. Circulate 
around the room to observe their interactions.

5.	 Process the students’ experience.  This is where the most long-term learning 
occurs. Allow students to share their experiences before you comment on what 
you observed. Ask, How did you feel when the people in your group used 
positive comments toward you? How did it feel to express your positive ideas? 
How did using this skill affect your group’s ability to work together? Why do you 
think this is an important cooperative skill?

This process can be used for any cooperative skill. To decide which cooperative 
skills you need to teach or hone, observe your students’ behavior. Depending on 
the time you have and your students’ social skills, you might use this process for 
only the more difficult skills.

An alternative way to teach and reinforce cooperative skills is to have students 
role-play a scenario in which they model both appropriate and inappropriate 
behaviors. This works especially well with older students and when you want to 
focus on specific situations, such as observing presentations by classmates, deal-
ing with a reluctant group member, or staying on task. Simply establish a sce-
nario, give a small group of students role cards describing the behaviors you want 
them to model during the scene, and sit back while they conduct the role play. 
Afterward, ask the class what they saw, heard, and felt.  

For example, here are some role cards you might distribute for a role play of non-
cooperative behaviors that contribute to ineffective groupwork:

Student 1: Your desk is not touching the other desks in your group. You may even 
turn your desk so it is facing away from the group. Do not attempt to be a part of 
the group.

“I really know what’s 
expected of me in this class 
and it helps!”

— Middle School Student

Cooperative skills must 
be taught. Insisting that 
students shake hands and 
introduce themselves each 
time they work in a new 
group will reinforce  
appropriate behavior.
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Student 2: You take out makeup or something else to distract you. Make no 
effort to be a part of the group and make no eye contact or conversation with 
group members.

Student 3: You become the “commander.” Tell everyone which role they will 
have (such as director, actor, graphics person, or researcher), and act authori-
tatively. Do not let anyone else have a say in getting the group on task. Do not 
use group members’ names when speaking to them.

Student 4: Your words and attitude are negative. Say things like, “I hate this 
class” and “I don’t want to work with these people.”

After talking about what was inappropriate and counterproductive in this  
unhappy group, you might have the same students (or four others) role-play 
behaviors that contribute to effective, supportive groups:

Student 1: You help arrange all the desks properly. You politely remind others 
to remove everything from their desks except for materials they will need for 
the assignment. Introduce yourself to other group members and look them in 
the eye when you do so.

Student 2: You are helpful and offer to collect materials for the group.

Student 3: Ask, “Does everybody know each other?” If not, make sure every-
one is introduced. You remind the group of the time allotted and suggest that 
everyone start by choosing a role for this activity. 

Student 4: You act as timekeeper, volunteering to watch the clock to make 
sure the group is on target. Offer to take the group’s work to the teacher to be 
checked before the group proceeds to the next step of the assignment.

When  Teach cooperative skills before assigning any activities that involve work-
ing in groups. You can teach these skills over several sessions. 

Cooperative Skills

  1.	Break tension and be friendly.

  2.	Learn and use names.

  3.	Arrange desks properly.

  4.	Use positive body language.

  5.	Be aware of eye contact.

  6.	Listen to others and take turns giving ideas.

  7.	Use positive comments, encourage, and express appreciation.

  8.	Be helpful and assist each other.

  9.	Disagree in an agreeable way.

10.	Stay on task.

“Professional libraries are 
full of books about class-
room-management and 
community-building  
strategies. Never have  
I come across a concise, 
teacher-friendly list of 
techniques like these  
guidelines. By following 
these steps, we are able to 
get down to the business  
of learning.” 

— High School Teacher
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Form mixed-ability groups.

 Rationale  By properly placing students in mixed-ability (hetero-
geneous) groups for challenging groupwork assignments, you solve 
some common dilemmas and do students a service at the same time. 

First, you expose all students to high-level content because they benefit from the 
collective talent of the group; no one gets left behind. Second, you break social 
cliques and foster intercultural understanding. Third, you give students the skills 
they need to be able to work with different kinds of people in school, in commu-
nity groups, and on teams.

What to Do  No matter what size the group—pairs, or groups of three or four—
you need to make each one as balanced as possible in terms of gender, ethnicity,  
intelligences (as defined by Howard Gardner), and social group. It may take a 

while to find suitable groupings, but your 
ability to create smooth-functioning groups 
will improve with each groupwork activity.

Set aside about 15 minutes of planning 
time, with class lists, to think through the 
assignment of students to mixed-ability 
groups. Balancing groups in terms of  
gender and ethnicity is relatively easy. 
Even after a short while, you will already 
have an idea of the cliques that exist and 
of students you prefer not to have working 
together.

The greatest challenge is determining stu-
dents’ predominant intelligences. The best 

way to do so is by carefully observing them throughout the school year. A quicker 
way to get a rough idea of your students’ cognitive strengths, however, is to give one 
of the diagnostic surveys that follow. Do not reveal the answer key until students 
have completed their surveys. Use the results, coupled with your observations, to 
balance groups according to Gardner’s seven intelligences.

Emphasize to students that diagnostic tools like these are rough and are not 
meant to suggest that people are capable only in their predominant intelligences. 
Everyone has a mix of intelligences, and in addition, our intelligences evolve and 
change over time.

Depending on the success of your mixed-ability groups, you might have students 
remain in the same group for several activities. Or you could switch groups to give 
students a change of pace, or to try for more effective groupings.

When  Assign students to groups before their first groupwork activity and after 
you have completed Steps 1 through 6 of “Creating a Cooperative, Tolerant 
Classroom.”

S T E P
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Be Patient!

Forming heterogeneous 
groups is an imperfect  
science. Expect that some 
groups may not work as 
well together as others.

Working in mixed-ability 
groups will help your  
students take responsibility 
for their own learning.
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Identifying Your Multiple Intelligences: Survey 1

This survey will help you identify your areas of strongest intelligence. Read each statement.  
If it expresses some characteristic of yours and sounds true for the most part, write T.  
If it doesn’t, write F. If the statement is sometimes true and sometimes false, leave it blank. 
Everyone will have different answers. Think about what is true for you.

  1.	____	 I’d rather draw a map than give someone verbal directions.
  2.	____	 If I am angry or happy, I usually know why.
  3.	____	 I can play (or used to play) a musical instrument.
  4.	____	 I compose songs or raps and perform them.
  5.	____	 I can add or multiply quickly in my head.
  6.	____	 I help friends deal with feelings because I deal with my own feelings well.
  7.	____	 I like to work with calculators and computers.
  8.	____	 I pick up new dance steps quickly.
  9.	____	 It’s easy for me to say what I think in an argument or debate.
10.	____	 I enjoy a good lecture, speech, or sermon.
11.	 ____	 I always know north from south no matter where I am.
12.	____	 I like to gather together groups of people for parties or special events.
13.	____	 I listen to music for much of the day, on the radio, CDs, or other media.
14.	____	 I always understand the drawings that come with new gadgets or appliances.
15.	____	 I like to work puzzles and play games.
16.	____	 Learning to ride a bike (or to skate) was easy.
17.	 ____	 I am irritated when I hear an argument or statement that sounds illogical.
18.	____	 I can convince other people to follow my plans.
19.	____	 My sense of balance and coordination is good.
20.	____	 I often see patterns and relationships between numbers faster than other people.
21.	____	 I enjoy building models (or sculpting).
22.	____	 I like word games and puns.
23.	____	 I can look at an object one way and see it turned backward just as easily.
24.	____	 I can identify when there is a key change in a song.
25.	____	 I like to work with numbers and figures.
26.	____	 I like to sit quietly and reflect on my feelings.
27.	 ____	 Just looking at the shapes of buildings and structures is pleasurable to me.
28.	____	 I like to hum, whistle, and sing in the shower or when I’m alone.
29.	____	 I’m good at athletics.
30.	____	 I enjoy writing detailed letters to friends.
31.	 ____	 I’m usually aware of the expression on my face.
32.	____	 I’m sensitive to the expressions on other people’s faces.
33.	____	 I stay in touch with my moods. I have no trouble identifying them.
34.	____	 I am sensitive to the moods of others.
35.	____	 I have a good sense of what others think of me.

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
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Scoring Your Multiple Intelligences: Survey 1

The numbers in the boxes below correspond to the numbered statements in the survey. Put an X  
in the box for each item you marked T. For example: The first box in row A is for statement 9.  
If you marked 9 with a T, put an X in that box. If you marked it F, leave the box empty. When you  
have finished, add up the Xs in each row. A total of four Xs in any row indicates strong ability.  
(Your teacher will tell you which intelligence to write for each row.)

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

Teacher Answer Key: Do not reveal to students until after they have scored their tests.

A = verbal-linguistic	 E = musical-rhythmic
B = logical-mathematical	 F = intrapersonal
C = visual-spatial	 G = interpersonal
D = body-kinesthetic

 10 17 22 30 = _________ intelligence

5 7 15 20 25 = _________ intelligence

8 16 19 21 29 = _________ intelligence

1 11 14 23 27 = _________ intelligence

3 4 13 24 28 = _________ intelligence

2 6 26 31 33 = _________ intelligence

12 18 32 34 35 = _________ intelligence

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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Identifying Your Multiple Intelligences: Survey 2

For each scenario, rank the seven options by putting a 1 next to the option you like the most,  
a 2 by the your next choice, and so forth. Everyone will have different answers.

1.	 As you plan a summer trip with your friends, you are asked to be responsible for 
one of the following:
A.	 _____	 Calling all your friends to tell them of the group’s plans.
B.	 _____	 Running the errands needed to prepare for the trip.
C.	 _____	 Keeping a trip diary recording your thoughts and feelings.
D.	 _____	 Figuring out the distance to your destination.
E.	 _____	 Preparing songs to sing on the trip.
F.	 _____	 Writing a story about your trip for the newspaper.
G.	 _____	 Mapping the group’s journey.

2.	 What would your friends say is true about you?
A. 	 _____ 	You are happiest when you are talking to other people.
B 	 _____ 	You like to dance or play sports.
C.	 _____ 	You are in touch with your thoughts and feelings.
D. 	 _____ 	You have fun working on computers or with numbers.
E. 	 _____ 	You like to sing, rap, or tap out rhythms.
F. 	 _____ 	You enjoy writing notes or letters.
G. 	 _____ 	You draw, sketch, or paint well.

3.	 Which of the following electives would you most prefer?
A. 	 _____ 	Peer Counseling
B. 	 _____ 	Drama
C. 	 _____ 	Psychology or Comparative Religions
D. 	 _____ 	Architectural Design, Auto Shop, or Computer Literacy
E. 	 _____ 	Band or Chorus
F. 	 _____ 	Creative Writing or Journalism
G.	 _____	 Art

4.	 Rank your preferences for the following extracurricular activities:
A. 	 _____ 	Working as a tutor or joining a team.
B. 	 _____ 	Taking part in the school play, a dance production, or a martial arts class.
C. 	 _____ 	Dealing with feelings or personal issues with a group of peers.
D. 	 _____	 Designing the set for a play, joining the chess team, or joining the math club.
E. 	 _____ 	 Joining a musical group such as a jazz band, a chorus, or a rap group.
F. 	 _____ 	Working as a writer for the school newspaper or joining the debate team.
G. 	 _____ 	Painting murals on the school’s walls.

5.	 What would you most like to be when you get older?
A.	 _____ 	A counselor, social worker, or teacher
B. 	 _____ 	A dancer, actor, builder, or athlete
C. 	 _____ 	A psychologist or poet
D. 	 _____ 	A scientist, computer programmer, or banker
E. 	 _____ 	A singer, songwriter, or musician
F. 	 _____ 	A lawyer, writer, or journalist
G. 	 _____ 	A cartoonist, painter, or graphic artist
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Scoring Your Multiple Intelligences: Survey 2

Each column below corresponds to a numbered item in the survey. Look for the number  
ranking you gave to each lettered choice under item 1, and copy those numbers into the boxes  
in column 1. Then do the same for the remaining columns. When you have finished, add the  
numbers in each row and write the total in the last box. The lower your score, the stronger your 
ability in that intelligence. Thus, a score of 1 indicates strong ability; a score of 7 indicates  
weaker ability. (Your teacher will tell you which intelligence to write for each row.)

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

Teacher Answer Key: Do not reveal to students until after they have scored their tests. 
A = interpersonal		  E = musical-rhythmic
B = body-kinesthetic		  F = verbal-linguistic
C = intrapersonal		  G = visual-spatial
D = logical-mathematical

= _________ intelligence

= _________ intelligence

= _________ intelligence

= _________ intelligence

= _________ intelligence

= _________ intelligence

= _________ intelligence

1 2 3 4 5
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Allow newly formed groups to engage  
in team-building activities to build group  
cohesion. 

Rationale  Before students can effectively engage in groupwork 
activities, they must feel comfortable with their group members and believe in 
the value of teamwork. It is imperative that team-building activities—exercises 
designed to create a more comfortable, cohesive group environment—precede 
groupwork tasks. The investment in time (5 to 30 minutes) pays off in opportu-
nities for students to interact safely, to get a feel for the interpersonal dynamics 
within the group, to break social tension, to value teamwork, and to feel at ease 
working together.

What to Do  Once you have created mixed-ability groups and have taught stu-
dents how to move into groups, they are ready for a team-building activity. With 
students in their groups, follow this procedure: 

1.	 Tell students that they will be doing a team-building activity.  Explain that 
the activity is designed to help them see the importance of teamwork and feel 
more comfortable with their group members.

2.	Give each student a copy of “Lost on the Moon.” (See page 156.) Read the 
scenario and the directions aloud, answering any questions students have. 
Emphasize that students are to complete Phase 1 entirely on their own and that 
there should be no talking until everyone has completed the individual rank-
ings. This should take 4 to 6 minutes.

3.	 Have groups complete Phase 2, their team rankings.  Encourage students to 
use their cooperative skills while working on a group solution. You may want 
to display a copy of the “Cooperative Skills” list (page 147) as a reminder. As 
students exchange probable solutions, there may be heated discussion. That is 
okay. If students within a group cannot agree, remind them of the directions: 
They are to decide on the rankings that “best satisfy” all members. Expect that 
some groups will finish within 10 minutes while others will take much longer.

4.	After all groups have completed Phase 2, reveal the answers.  Hand out 
“Answers to Lost on the Moon” (page 157). Talk about NASA’s rationale for 
each ranking. Have students compute the error points for both individual and 
group rankings by finding the absolute difference between each pair of num-
bers. In most cases, the total number of error points will be significantly lower 
for the group rankings, supporting the notion that teamwork is valuable.

5.	 Hold a class discussion on the value of teamwork.  Center the discussion on 
these questions: Were your answers more accurate when you worked individu-
ally or as a group? To what do you attribute this? In what ways can working 
together be beneficial? When working in your group, which of the cooperative 
skills did you use?

Team-building activities 
help students feel at ease in 
their group and strengthen 
their ability to work as a 
team.
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In most cases, this exercise will allow students to experience the value of team-
work and to feel more comfortable within their groups. If, based on your  
observations and the discussion following the activity, you feel that students  
are relatively comfortable with their groups and are ready to take on a curricular 
task, your team building is complete. Following are some signal behaviors that  
tell you when students are ready to begin curricular groupwork:

•	 relaxed body language
•	 friendly facial expressions
•	 laughter
•	 interaction that includes all group members 
•	 prolonged discussion

As you create new groups throughout the year, a brief (5- to 10-minute) team-
building activity can increase the comfort level and enhance the quality of  
groupwork. The following ideas are all quick, simple, and engaging team-builders. 

•	 Finish That Thought  Ask students to discuss a simple, nonacademic topic—
something that everyone will find interesting to talk about—to ease the tension 
of working together. Remind students to give other group members their full 
attention as each student responds to the prompt.

If I had a million dollars I would…
I am most proud that I can…
The funniest thing that ever happened to me was…
Next year, I will be able to…
If I were the teacher of this class, I would…
My very favorite meal is…
If you walked into my room at home, you’d see…
The best pet in the world would be…
My favorite movie is…

•	 Team Handshake  Have groups develop a team handshake—a special way for 
people to shake hands that shows they belong to a particular group. This quick, 
kinesthetic task will help bring students together and ease tension. Teams might 
share their handshake with the class.

•	 Team Logo  Pass out pieces of butcher paper and have each group design a logo 
using words, symbols, drawings, and color. The logos should reflect the inter-
ests and personalities of the group members. Have groups share their logos. 

•	 Human Statues  Assign each group something different that they must work 
together to mimic with their bodies, such as a tree, a computer, a car, a table, a 
bicycle, a slide, an octopus, an elephant, or an airplane. You may want to award 
bonus points (or another reward) to groups who can physically represent their 
object or animal so well that the class can immediately identify it.

“Our teacher says every 
student in here makes a 
difference. We each have 
something special to bring 
to our group.”

— High School Student

“I work better after I have 
had a chance to get to 
know the people in my 
group.” 

— Middle School Student
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•	 Famous Person  Have groups choose a famous person they would like to 
have “join their group.” They must explain why that person would be a helpful 
group member for the activity.

•	 Team Sport  Have students choose a sport to represent their group and tell 
three ways their group is similar to that sport. (Our group is like volleyball 
because… .)

•	 Group Commonalities  Give groups 2 minutes to discover and list as many 
things as they can that all group members have in common.

•	 Line Up  Have group members line up quickly according to their birth dates, 
the first letter of their middle names, their number of siblings, who lives closest 
to school, or some other criterion. Groups might compete in several fast-paced 
lineups.

When  Use “Lost on the Moon” when students are embarking on their first for-
mal groupwork activity, usually during the third, fourth, or fifth week of classes. 
Use the simpler team-builders whenever you form new groups. 

Team-builders—like creat-
ing human statues—help 
students quickly establish 
themselves as a team. 
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Lost on the Moon

Your spaceship has just crash-landed on the lighted side of the moon. You were scheduled to  
rendezvous with a mother ship 200 miles away on the surface of the moon, but the rough landing  
has ruined your ship and destroyed all the equipment on board, except for the 15 items listed below.

Your crew’s survival depends on reaching the mother ship, so you must choose the most critical
items available for the 200-mile trip. Your task is to rank the 15 items in terms of their importance
for survival. Place a 1 by the most important item, a 2 by the second-most important, and so on  
through 15, the least important.

First you will do the ranking individually. Then you will be allowed to consult with your group
members to do a team ranking. Share your individual solutions and reach a consensus ranking
for each of the 15 items that best satisfies all group members. NASA experts have determined the
best solution. Their answers will be revealed later.

Item
Phase 1
Your Individual Ranking

Phase 2
Your Team’s Ranking

Box of matches

Food concentrate

50 feet of nylon rope

Parachute silk

Solar-powered portable heating unit

Two .45-caliber pistols

Case of dehydrated milk

Two 100-pound tanks of oxygen

Stellar map of moon’s constellation

Self-inflating life raft

Magnetic compass

5 gallons of water

Signal flares

First-aid kit with injection needles

Solar-powered FM receiver-transmitter

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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Answers to Lost on the Moon

When you and your group have completed ranking the 15 items from the “Lost on the Moon” list, record your 
ranks and your team’s ranks in the appropriate spaces below. Then subtract your ranks and NASA’s ranks to 
compute your error points. Do the same to compute your team’s error points. Error points are the absolute 
difference between your ranks and NASA’s—disregard plus or minus signs. Finally, add up the total error 
points to compare your individual error points to those of your team’s. The lowest number is the best score.

Item NASA Rationale
NASA‘s
Rank

Your
Rank

Error
Points

Team
Rank

Error
Points

Box of matches No oxygen on moon to sustain
flame; virtually worthless 15

Food concentrate Efficient means of supplying  
energy requirements 4

50 feet of nylon rope Useful in scaling cliffs, tying  
injured together 6

Parachute silk Protection from sun’s rays 8

Solar-powered por-
table heating unit

Not needed unless on dark side;  
won’t work there because no sun 13

Two .45-caliber pistols Possible means of self-propulsion 11

Case of dehydrated 
milk

Bulkier duplication of food  
concentrate 12

Two 100-pound tanks 
of oxygen 

Most pressing survival need 1

Stellar map of moon’s 
constellation

Primary means of navigation 3

Self-inflating life raft CO2 bottle in raft may be used 
for propulsion

9

Magnetic compass Magnetic field on moon is not  
polarized; worthless for navigation 14

5 gallons of water Replacement of tremendous liquid  
loss on lighted side 2

Signal flares Distress signal when mother ship  
is sighted 10

First-aid kit with  
injection 

Needles for vitamins, medicines, 
etc.; will fit special aperture in 
NASA space suits 

7

Solar-powered FM 
receiver-transmitter

For communication with mother ship 5

Total Total

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
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Allow students to engage in groupwork  
activities without unnecessary interventions  
by you. 

Rationale  One reason for groupwork is to help students learn 
problem solving skills. Often, teachers are too quick to intervene when students 
appear stuck. Resist the temptation to solve groups’ problems. Instead, allow them 
to struggle or even fail at a task, provided that you debrief with the group what 
worked and what didn’t so they can learn from the experience.

What to Do  Once groups have begun working, it’s time for you to step aside and 
monitor the activity more discreetly. You may want to praise on-task behavior, 
record group progress for assessment, and note cooperative skills that groups are 

using. Curb any impulse to control group interaction and offer quick 
solutions. If students ask for substantive help, try to redirect them so 
they can solve the issues themselves. Accept only “team questions”—
questions for which all group members have raised their hands. 

Some conflict between group members is inevitable. Simply ask,  
What seems to be the difficulty? and let the students think of strategies 
for handling the conflict. Most groups can rise to this challenge. Some  
combinations of students are particularly volatile, but changing the 
composition of groups on a regular basis and rotating roles will help 
ensure that the conflict does not become chronic. 

Your intervention may be needed if the problem seems to be created by one par-
ticularly difficult student. Observe that student closely. Exactly how is he or she 
behaving? How does the group respond? What interests, needs, and strengths does 
the student exhibit? Take the student aside and share your observations. Ask, Are my 
observations correct? Is there a reason you are behaving this way? What could you 
do to make things run smoothly? What could the group do? What could I do? Often 
the student will be experiencing interpersonal conflict not only in the group, but 
with friends or family as well. Taking time to listen will probably make the student 
feel more comfortable in your class and willing to work on changing behavior.

After students have finished a groupwork activity, it’s time for you to lead a dis-
cussion of the group process. Ask:

•	 How did your group interact?
•	 Which cooperative skills were exhibited the most?
•	 What did your group do well?
•	 What could you have improved?
•	 If another group of students were to do this same activity, what helpful  

suggestions would you make?

Helping students assess their own groupwork in this way will continue to build the 
effectiveness of their cooperative skills. 

When  Use this approach any time students are engaged in groupwork activities.

S T E P

9

Allowing groups as much 
autonomy as possible 
encourages them to work 
out problems on their own.
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Discuss key premises behind the TCI Approach 
with your students.

Rationale  Students can become even more active and informed 
learners if you explain to them the rationale behind your teaching. 

Students are fascinated and appreciative—especially after they have experienced 
several activities—when they discover why you are teaching in this manner.  
The information will help them better understand you, the class, and their own 
abilities and strengths so they can benefit even more from this approach.

What to Do  After you have finished your first or second unit of instruction, 
reveal to students the key premises behind the TCI Approach (as discussed in 
“Theory- and Research-Based Active Instruction,” page 10). This explanation is 
crucial for two reasons. First, it informs students of the theories that guide your 
methods of instruction. More importantly, it validates the academic worth of all 
class members by pointing out that individuals have different abilities and unique 
talents. When all of these abilities and talents have an equal chance to contribute, 
learning together becomes a richer, more exciting experience.

Project a transparency of “Key Ideas for Students Behind the TCI Approach” 
(page 160). Discuss each idea with your students, and invite them to give  
examples of ways in which each has been acknowledged and addressed in your 
class. By sharing this instructional framework with your students, you empower 
them to be in charge of their learning.

When  Reveal these premises after students have had four to six weeks’ 
experience with the TCI Approach.

S T E P

10

In a cooperative and toler-
ant environment, students 
lose their self-conscious-
ness and participate freely 
in the sometimes uncon-
ventional multiple intel-
ligence activities you use 
with the TCI Approach.

“Using this method  
changed the atmosphere  
in my classroom almost 
immediately. As soon as 
my students realized how 
much I cared about them as 
people, the rigorous task of 
discipline dissolved almost 
totally in an environment 
of respect.”

  — Middle School Teacher
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Key Ideas for Students Behind the TCI Approach

1. Students have different learning styles.

Each of us is stronger in some types of intelligence than in others.
•	 You might be “word smart,” or have verbal-linguistic intelligence.
•	 You might be “music smart,” or have musical-rhythmic intelligence.
•	 You might be “number smart,” or have logical-mathematical intelligence.
•	 You might be “picture smart,” or have visual-spatial intelligence.
•	 You might be “body smart,” or have body-kinesthetic intelligence.
•	 You might be “people smart,” or have interpersonal intelligence.
•	 You might be “self-smart,” or have intrapersonal intelligence.

2. Cooperative interaction increases learning.

Working in a group helps people
•	 get along with others.
•	 solve problems and accomplish goals.
•	 improve their speaking and listening skills.

3. All students can learn.

Anyone can learn any subject if
•	 lessons “spiral” from easier ideas to harder ideas.
•	 harder ideas are discovered step-by-step.  

4. Students learn best when they have a clear goal.

Students’ understanding improves when  
•	 they know what they will learn and do with their learning.
•	 their learning is assessed by gathering several forms of evidence.
•	 there is a plan that identifies how they will reach their goals.

5. Reading and nonreading activities improve learning.

Visual, audio, and movement activities
•	 help students think about and remember what they’ve read.
•	 provide memorable experiences for all types of learners.



    161

Using the Interactive 
Student Notebook

P A R T
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Using the Interactive Student Notebook

Introduction

Student notebooks are an essential part of any social studies course. 
Unfortunately, they are too often drab repositories of information filled with 
uninspired, unconnected, and poorly understood ideas. Interactive Student 
Notebooks, however, offer an exciting twist on the conventional social stud-
ies notebook. The first time you see one, you will be immediately struck by the 
colorful and varied expression within its pages. Words and diagrams, bullets and 
arrows, ink and pencil, a multitude of colors, highlighting—all reveal a unique 
personal style as students express their ideas, questions, feelings about and 
reactions to new content in a host of creative ways. No two Interactive Student 
Notebooks look the same. 

At the same time, the Interactive Student Notebook provides a cohesive 
structure and serves as the organizational anchor for the multiple intelligence 
activities that occur in a TCI lesson. For each lesson, the Interactive Student 
Notebook centers on three key elements of the TCI Approach:

“Notebooks have made my 
students more responsible 
for their own learning. 
They have become more 
involved in the lessons, 
more attentive during the 
activities and reading, and 
more precise in their note 
taking.” 

— Middle School Teacher
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•	 Preview Assignments  At the start of each lesson, short, intriguing assign-
ments help students connect the upcoming lesson to their own experience,  
activating their prior knowledge. The purpose of these assignments, along  
with examples of the many different types, are found in “Preview Assignment,” 
page 22. 

•	 Graphically Organized Reading Notes  As the lesson unfolds, students use 
a section called Reading Notes to record, in a striking graphic format, main 
ideas and supporting details of what they are learning. Typically, all “test-
able” information can be found in this section. Many examples of the various 
formats suitable for this part of the notebook are presented in “Graphically 
Organized Reading Notes,” page 96.

•	 Processing Assignments  Students end each lesson with a Processing assign-
ment—perhaps involving illustrated timelines, Venn diagrams, matrices, 
annotated maps, flowcharts, sensory figures, advertisements, visual metaphors, 
or persuasive letters—to synthesize and apply what they have learned. Many 
examples of these engaging assignments are found in “Processing Assignment,” 
page 102. 

Why Interactive Student Notebooks Engage Students

Teachers find that their students embrace the Interactive Student Notebook 
enthusiastically. “I used to hate taking notes and filling out worksheets in class,” 
one student commented, “but I love working on my notebook because it’s fun.” 
Teachers also report that because the Interactive Student Notebook encourages a 
variety of forms of expression—personalized responses to the subject matter, art-
work, graphics, timelines, maps, and song lyrics—there’s more interest and more 
involvement by students, in addition to more learning and better retention. Here 
are some of the reasons Interactive Student Notebooks are found to engage stu-
dents so thoroughly:

They reach out to students, inviting them to be active participants in their 
learning.  Many students are accustomed to filling out blanks on a worksheet or 
laboriously copying teacher-written notes from the board or the overhead. The 
Interactive Student Notebook changes that. At the beginning of a lesson, students 
are “hooked” with a Preview assignment that taps into their own experiences 
and prior knowledge. Then students are encouraged to accurately record Reading 
Notes for a purpose—searching for implications or assumptions, identifying main 
ideas, providing supporting details, interpreting information. They will use this 
information during Processing assignments that challenge them to really think 
and apply what they have learned. As a result, students become more creative, 
more independent thinkers.

They encourage students to use a variety of intelligences, not just linguistic intel-
ligence. Conventional student notebooks may work for motivated students with 
strong linguistic skills, but they do not work as well for students with other pre-
dominant intelligences. In the Interactive Student Notebook, students approach 
understanding in many ways. They can tap into their visual intelligence through 
such elements as graphs, maps, illustrations, pictowords, and visual metaphors; 
their musical intelligence by composing song lyrics or reacting to a piece of music;

“Students like that the  
notebooks allow them the 
freedom and creativity to 
express themselves in a 
variety of ways. Parents 
continually tell me that 
they think it’s fantastic that 
kids are relating social 
studies to their lives and 
writing about what they 
learn in their notebooks.” 

— High School Teacher

Origin of the Interactive 
Student Notebook 

The Interactive Student 
Notebook was initially 
developed in the 1970s by 
Lee Swenson and his col-
leagues at Aragon High 
School in San Mateo, 
California. Teachers at TCI, 
after using Interactive 
Student Notebooks in their 
classrooms and seeing how 
profoundly they improved 
instruction, contacted Lee 
in 1992 about adopting 
the Interactive Student 
Notebook as part of the TCI 
Approach. Lee then collab-
orated with teachers at TCI 
to refine his ideas by creat-
ing standard guidelines for 
students and teachers, and 
by expanding the variety of 
graphic organizers.
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their intrapersonal intelligence by reflecting on the ways social studies topics affect 
them personally; their interpersonal intelligence by recording group 
discussions and group project notes; and their logical-mathematical intelligence 
through sequencing and the use of spectrums, graphs, and charts. 

They help students to organize systematically as they learn.  Students use 
their notebooks to record ideas about every social studies lesson. They use a  
variety of organizational techniques—topic headings, color-coding, different  
writing styles—to give coherence to what they learn. The notebook also helps  
students keep assignments together and in a logical order. Gone are the days of 
notes and assignments wadded up and stuffed in backpacks or lockers. 

They become a portfolio of individual learning.  These personal, creative 
notebooks become a record of each student’s growth. Teachers, students, and  
even family members can review a student’s progress in writing, thinking, and 
organizational skills. 

Students use their visual 
intelligence when they inter-
pret information graphically  
in their notebooks. With  
colored markers and  
construction paper, they 
create vivid images that 
help them understand and 
remember key concepts—
such as the attributes of 
Mexico’s Porfirio Díaz 
(above left), and the  
demographic characteristics 
of modern Latin America 
(above right).
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Hints for Making Effective Interactive Student Notebooks 

Teachers use the Interactive Student Notebook in a variety of forms. Some give 
their students the consumable workbook that is provided with TCI’s core program 
materials. Teachers who elect to use this consumable can follow the sequence 
exactly as designed, having students complete the specified Preview, Reading 
Notes, and Processing assignment for each lesson. This is helpful to teachers who 
are new to TCI Approach, since they can rely on the published Interactive Student 
Notebook for support while they are learning to use the essential elements and 
strategies of the program. 

Other teachers elect to supplement the printed workbook with their own handouts 
and materials that students bring in. Students use spiral-bound notebooks or 
three-ring binders to combine the materials, cutting and pasting as they create 
their own unique Interactive Student Notebooks. In this format, TCI materials 
serve as the backbone, but teachers have the flexibility to tailor instruction to suit 
their needs. 

Still other teachers may be developing their own curricular materials based on the 
TCI Approach. They won’t have a published notebook to start with, but they can 
follow the same structure, having students create spiral-bound Interactive Student 

Help Students to See 	
the Coherent Whole 

The Interactive Student 
Notebook groups assign-
ments by unit, so that stu-
dents can see a logical flow 
from assignment to assign-
ment and begin to under-
stand the coherence of the 
unit. Their notebooks serve 
as a chronological record 
of their work and help rein-
force the major concepts 
and themes in a unit.

This is where the parts of 
the integrated lesson come 
together—the Preview, 
the graphically organized 
Reading Notes, and the 
Processing assignment. 
Using this framework  
helps students see how 
everything connects.
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Notebooks that include the teacher’s own lesson Previews, graphic organizers for  
capturing content notes, and Processing assignments, plus any additional support 
materials. Creating this type of Interactive Student Notebook is labor-intensive, 
but many teachers are willing and eager to take on the task because of the  
tremendous success of this powerful organizational and instructional tool.

Regardless of the format you plan to use, the following hints will increase the 
effectiveness of your Interactive Student Notebooks and allow students’ individual 
styles to flourish.

1. Supply materials that inspire creativity.  An abundance of materials—
colored pencils and markers, scissors, glue sticks, colored highlighters—will spark 
creativity for notebook assignments. Some teachers collect a class set of materials 
to keep in their room. These can be used by students who don’t otherwise have the 
materials they need for in-class work on their notebook. 

2. Let students create their own covers.  When you introduce the Interactive 
Student Notebook, encourage students to embellish theirs with a colorful cover that  
in some way reflects the content you are teaching. This immediately sends students  
the message that the notebooks will be their own creations that they can take 
pride in—and it helps cut down on the number of lost notebooks during the year.

3. Personalize the notebooks with an author page.  Have students create a page 
about themselves to include at the front of their notebooks. Their author page 
could include a portrait or photograph, as well as personal information or favorite 
quotes. (As needed, remind students that any content unsuitable at school is also 
unacceptable for use in notebooks.) With both a personalized cover and an author 
page, very few notebooks get lost.

“The notebook allows me to 
express my opinions about 
what we are learning. I 
usually don’t get to do that 
in my other classes.” 

— Middle School Student

It Takes Time 

Teaching students how 
to use Interactive Student 
Notebooks is a complex 
task. It takes patience,  
good modeling, and  
constant reinforcement.  
You will discover that your  
students’ notebooks will 
improve dramatically over 
time. 
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Notebook covers can be as individual as 
your students. It’s up to each teacher to 
specify which information is considered 
essential for the cover, such as student’s 
name, course name, class period, date. 
Beyond that, the students’ design treatment 
may take a wide variety of forms, from the 
simple to the complex, from the pictorial to 
the abstract.
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Interactive Student Notebook Guidelines

What is the purpose of the Interactive Notebook?
The purpose of the Interactive Student Notebook is to enable you to be a creative, independent thinker and 
writer. Interactive notebooks will be used for class notes as well as for other activities in which you will be 
asked to express your own ideas and process the information presented in class.

What materials do I need?
•	 Spiral notebook—white paper,  	 •	 Blue and black pens	 •	 Zipper pouch
	 college-ruled, at least 100 pages	 •	 Colored pens and pencils	 •	 Highlighters
•	 Pencil	 •	 Glue stick and scissors

What goes in my notebook?
Everything we do in class. We will use graphically organized visuals to help you take notes, structuring them 
so that key ideas are clear and supported by examples from class activities, discussion, or reading assignments.  
Your notebook will also be used for a variety of different activities to preview learning and process new content  
to demonstrate understanding. This is where you will record and express all of your well-considered ideas.

How can I earn an A on my notebook?
A student who expects to earn an A- or higher grade on the notebook will be one who keeps a complete,  
neat notebook, produces quality work, and has taken the time to consistently extend learning beyond class-
room assignments. 

How will my notebook be graded?
Notebooks will be graded on thoroughness, quality, organization, and visual appearance. You will know the 
value of each major notebook assignment when it is given. About 25 percent of your grade for the course will 
be based on the notebook.

An important part of your notebook is its visual appearance. Your notebook should be NEAT! Each entry 
should be title and dated. Your artistic talent should be visible throughout the notebook. 

Notebooks will be checked periodically for completeness—usually about every 3–4 weeks, except for the 
first few weeks of class, when they will be checked more regularly. All class notes and notebook assignments 
should be included, even for days you were absent. 

What happens if I am absent?
If you are absent, it is your responsibility to obtain notebook assignments from a classmate or from the 
Interactive Teacher Notebook.

Share this handout with your parent or guardian. When both of you have read this information, please sign  
your names below.

Student Signature ______________________    Parent Signature ______________________________

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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4. Give clear guidelines for the notebooks.  One of the most important steps for 
successful notebooks is to establish clear guidelines. Decide ahead of time what 
you expect your students to produce in their notebooks, and then clearly commu-
nicate your expectations. Most teachers create a list of criteria—how notebooks will 
be graded, what percentage of the class grade will depend on the notebooks—and 
ask students to attach that list to the inside cover of their notebooks. Some teach-
ers even include directions for specific types of notebook assignments, class rules, 
and their grading policy. 

You might also send a letter to students and families, explaining the purpose of 
the notebook and your expectations. In the sample guidelines shown on page 168, 
students and their parents are asked to sign the handout to show that they have 
read the guidelines and understand the purpose and importance of the Interactive 
Student Notebook. 

5. Consider adding a table of contents.  You may want students to create a run-
ning table of contents for their notebooks. This can be as simple as a list of com-
pleted assignments and page numbers, or it could include more complex infor-
mation. Add your comments and scores for each assignment. This will help you 
immensely when it comes time to grade the notebooks.

This student’s contents 
page lists each assignment 
completed and the page 
number where it can be 
found. A table of contents 
helps students stay  
organized, and helps you  
at grading time.

Lost Notebooks?

Because students take a 
great deal of pride of own-
ership in their notebooks, 
typically very few are lost 
during a semester. Most 
teachers report that only 
a handful of students lose 
them each year. If your 
students do lose their note-
books, consider allowing 
them to make up a select 
number of assignments so 
they may receive partial 
credit.
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6. Add unit title pages that echo the unit theme.  For each unit you study, have 
students design a title page for that section of their Interactive Student Notebook. 
On this page they would write the title of the unit, and then find and affix pictures 
or draw illustrations to represent the unit’s theme. This is an opportunity for stu-
dents to preview the chapter, as well as to use their creative genius to personalize 
their notebooks.

A simple title page design 
with a few bold images can 
be extremely effective.
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How to Manage Interactive Student Notebooks 

If you have four or five classes a day, each with up to 35 students, that means you 
could have 150 or more student notebooks to keep track of. Because so much of 
the students’ work appears in these notebooks, you will need a system for assess-
ing them. Ideally, you will both informally assess the notebooks on a regular 
basis, to give students immediate feedback, and also formally collect and grade the 
notebooks every three to four weeks. 

An earlier section of this book, “How to Manage Assessment of Student 
Notebooks” (pages 125–127), gives you further details and tips on effectively  
managing this task.

Create an “Interactive Teacher Notebook.”  Another management tool to help 
you monitor the use and the effectiveness of the Interactive Student Notebook 
throughout the year is an “Interactive Teacher Notebook.” All you need is a 
master notebook in which you record each notebook assignment, attach student 
handouts, store copies of content notes, and make annotations on the activities for 
future reference—notes on how they went, which groups or individuals seemed 
to have trouble with them and why, and what questions really worked to prompt 
good critical thinking. 

By keeping a master notebook, you have a visual record of what took place in 
class. If you incorporate details about the lesson objectives, standards addressed, 
materials needed, and procedures, the teacher notebook serves as your lesson-
planning book as well. It is the ideal place to reflect on the outcome of lessons and 
to record ideas about how to make them more effective in the future. 

The Interactive Teacher Notebook serves both the teacher and the students. For 
the teacher, this tool 
•	 functions as the teacher’s lesson-planning book. 
•	 includes a table of contents that becomes the “official” record of assignments.
•	 provides a place to store extra materials and handouts.
•	 communicates special instructions for students who have been absent.
•	 serves as a journal to reflect on the effectiveness of activities and assignments 

and ways to improve them.

For students, the Interactive Teacher Notebook 
•	 is a place they can find any information and assignments they missed during 

an absence.
•	 serves as a model of how assignments should be title, dated, and arranged.
•	 allows them to check the completeness of their own notebook.

Spotlight Student 
Notebooks  

Showcase exceptional 
notebooks so students have 
the opportunity to gather 
ideas for improving their 
own notebooks. You might 
set up six or eight stations 
around the classroom, put 
an exceptional notebook  
at each, and conduct a 
“gallery walk.” Allow  
students 15 or 20 minutes 
to roam around the room 
and collect ideas from the 
model notebooks.
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Making the TCI Approach 
Your Own

P A R T
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How to Adapt Lessons to Meet 
Your Students’ Needs

Introduction

In Part 4 of this book, we suggest ways to refine and adapt the TCI Approach 
to meet your individual classroom and student needs. In this first section, we 
focus on ideas for adapting lessons to meet the needs of your particular stu-
dents. Subsequent sections discuss ways to hone your use of the multiple intel-
ligence teaching strategies, and things to consider when you are designing your 
own units and lessons according to the TCI Approach. 

As you read in Part 1, the TCI Approach is defined by five foundational prem-
ises and a series of instructional practices that allow students of all abilities to 
experience key social studies concepts. Whereas traditional instruction primar-
ily rewards verbal-linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligences, the TCI 
Approach routinely reaches the other intelligences as well. 

“This class is centered 
around the students’ needs. 
Everything is at a personal, 
comfortable level so we all 
can learn.”

 — High School Student
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If you use TCI’s published programs, you’ll see that they’re structured to support 
diverse learners. For example:

•	 Lessons consistently follow a sequence of steps—a motivational Preview, an 
engaging and memorable activity, graphically organized Reading Notes, and 
an innovative Processing assignment—which assures that even students with 
weaker linguistic skills have access to key social studies concepts.

•	 Students work in small groups of two, three, or four, often with defined roles 
that are tailored to their individual strengths.

•	 The Lesson Guide reminds teachers to model the steps necessary for successful 
completion of each task. 

•	 Challenging, higher-level tasks are tackled one step at a time. Content is spi-
raled as students gather building blocks to create understanding.

•	 Teachers are given guidance in creating a cooperative, tolerant classroom envi-
ronment that supports all students and encourages them to take risks.

Still, lessons based on the TCI Approach may need to be further adapted to meet 
the unique and often wide-ranging needs of your students. After all, no one can 
identify these particular needs better than you. For example:

•	 You know which of your students are English language learners and may need 
additional language support. 

•	 You know which students are reading and writing below grade level and may 
need support with reading assignments or written work.

•	 You know which students are easily distracted; which ones have difficulty 
communicating; which ones may be socially uncomfortable or have behavioral 
issues; which ones have physical disabilities that might inhibit their participa-
tion in certain types of activities. 

•	 You also know which students could benefit from extra challenges that push 
them to use higher-order thinking skills. 

Furthermore, you are in a position to assess each student’s individual blend of  
strengths and limitations. For example, you may find that a student who struggles 
to string sentences together has stunning graphic talents and is able to express as 
much in a well-thought-out poster as other students do in a written essay.

The needs of your students will vary from class to class, and you must consider 
ways to tailor your lessons to meet the particular needs of each class. In this sec-
tion, we offer a host of ways to adapt lessons based on the TCI Approach to meet 
different needs. As you consider these suggested adaptations, you will also see 
that a slight modification can sometimes serve a wide variety of students. 

“I was looking for a way  
to inspire and engage 
reluctant students. This 
approach creates a desire 
for students to read on, find 
out, and understand.”

 — Middle School Teacher
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Things You Can Do to Address Special Needs

Encourage Full Participation.  Any time you feel that a student may be reluctant 
to participate in some activity—an act-it-out, an experiential exercise, a presenta-
tion of a groupwork project, a whole-group discussion—you need to find a way to 
ensure that student’s inclusion. Consider these possible adaptations:
•	 Assign the reluctant student a “buddy” for help with preparation and to provide 

support and encouragement. Peer mentors, or helpers, can assist with nearly any 
part of a lesson. For example, they can explain unknown vocabulary, provide 
guidance with a set of directions, answer questions about aspects of a game-like 
activity, help with organizational tasks, and so forth.

•	 For any minidrama, offer some nonspeaking or limited-speaking roles, allow-
ing students to participate with movements or gestures. Or, adapt speaking 
roles by letting students use scripts or cue cards. 

•	 For act-it-outs in Visual Discovery lessons, assign roles the night before so that 
students can rehearse what their character will say and do.

•	 When students are involved in role playing, such as taking on the role of del-
egates to a meeting or convention, assign mixed-ability pairs to split the respon-
sibilities of a single role and help each other out. 

•	 Incorporate manipulatives into activities to add a tactile component to a lesson. 
These manipulatives can be as simple as vocabulary cards to be matched with 
visual content, or cards with visual icons to aid in the placement of ideas or 
events along a spectrum. 

•	 During a discussion, have students talk in pairs before you ask for a whole-
group response. In what ways did China’s geography isolate it from other civiliza-
tions? Talk to your partner. Jot down your ideas. What did you and your partner 
come up with? You can spend as little as 30–60 seconds on this, yet it gives stu-
dents the chance to formulate their thoughts, to test their ideas, and to gain the 
confidence to raise their hands. It also allows them to revisit and reinforce the 
content, which is important for all students. 

Provide Reading Support.  Students who struggle with reading always benefit 
from some type of prereading experience. Some specific suggestions are given in 
the section “Considerate Text,” page 86. Among these, do not overlook the value 
of providing focus questions, section by section, to give all students a purpose for 
reading and to help them discover the essential concepts being covered by the text. 
Also consider the following aids to reading both directions and expository text:
•	 Whenever possible, give both written and oral directions. For example, as you 

explain what students are supposed to do, concurrently show the directions on 
an overhead transparency. Or, invite one person in each small group to read  
the directions aloud. 

•	 When directions are posted at stations, supply individual copies to students 
who need reading assistance. Highlight key words: Read… Examine… List… 
Discuss… Record… Draw a simple symbol next to each direction word, as a  
cue to its meaning: for examine, draw an eye; for record, draw a pencil.

“I really like social studies 
now because I feel smart  
in this class.”

— Middle School Student
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•	 Have students create a set of vocabulary cards before reading a chapter. Provide 
a list of key terms or difficult vocabulary they will encounter in the reading. 
On an index card, students can write a word and its definition, and then draw 
a simple illustration to help them recall the meaning. 

•	 As a prereading activity, have mixed-ability pairs scan the reading to develop 
vocabulary posters on letter-size paper. Each poster should display a single key 
term, an understandable definition, and a symbol representing the term. Hang 
these posters around the classroom as a reference for students as they read.

•	 Hang large poster paper on the wall to create a “word wall,” which becomes an 
expanded glossary. While reading, students can go to this poster to write down 
words or phrases that they don’t understand. You then write definitions direct-
ly on the poster—helping the student who had the question, as well as anyone 
else who is struggling with the text.

•	 Make an audiotape recording of the textbook or of a series of placards or hand-
outs, offering additional clarification of important terms and vocabulary.

Offer Help with the Reading Notes.  In TCI’s published programs, the 
Interactive Student Notebook has pages for students’ Reading Notes. Here are 
some ways to simplify those Reading Notes when necessary:
•	 Provide cloze exercises (fill-in-the-blank sentences or paragraphs) to structure 

the students’ note taking. When you are using TCI’s published programs, use 
the Guide to Reading Notes in the Lesson Guide as a starting point and simply 
omit (or white out) key words and phrases, leaving blanks for students to fill in. 
For example, for notes on a section of reading about Alexander Hamilton, you 
would provide something like this: 

Assign a “buddy” or  
partner to provide support 
and encouragement for 
a reluctant student. Peer 
mentors can help with  
nearly any part of a lesson.
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•	 After each question, provide sentence starters for students:
1.	 Why did the Greeks start colonies? 

Greek communities started colonies because they needed . . .
2.	 Why did some Greek settlements engage in trade? 

Greeks traded to get…
3.	 What products did the colonies provide to settlements back home? 

Greek colonies provided…
•	 When the Reading Notes cover several sections of text in an identical format, 

make the students’ work sequentially more difficult. For example:  
First section: Model what to do by giving appropriate responses. 
Second section: Provide cloze exercises. 
Third section: Provide sentence starters. 
Final section: Students provide the entire response.

•	 For Reading Notes organized in a matrix, provide the answers for one column 
and let students do the others. 

•	 Provide a word bank with words or phrases students can use in their answers. 
•	 Provide written answers to the questions in random order, for use as a  

“hint sheet.” 

Your students’ strengths, 
needs, and limitations vary 
from class to class. Slight 
modifications and adapta-
tions help ensure that all  
students are successfully 
engaged.

Best Form of Government

Hamilton believed the country  
should be run by ____________ , 
______________ , and public- 
spirited men.

Ideal Economy

Hamilton believed the ideal econ-
omy was one based on business, 
________________ , and trade.  
He also believed the nation needed 
a national bank to collect _______ , 
print ________, and make loans to 
build factories and ________.  
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•	 Allow students to complete only part of the Reading Notes, and then 
have them copy the remaining notes either from a partner or from the 
Guide to Reading Notes in your Lesson Guide.

•	 Give students photocopies of the text pages they are reading. On these 
sheets, they circle or highlight words, phrases, and sentences that will 
help them complete their Reading Notes.

Make Modifications for Written Work.  Any time a writing assignment 
is required, consider the following adaptations:
•	 Supply a more explicit list of criteria for students’ writing, telling them 

precisely what they need to include. 
•	 Break longer writing assignments into smaller segments with intermedi-

ate due dates. For additional support, give students feedback after each 
segment that will help them with subsequent work.

•	 Consider giving an alternative approach that might better meet the needs of 
some students. For example, you might have them
— list bulleted words and phrases instead of writing a paragraph. 
— orally discuss their response with you, a peer, or an aide.
— illustrate a response and label the drawing, rather than writing about it.
— use word processing programs to type papers, and find digital images for  

 their illustrations.

Modify the Processing Assignment.  As explained in Part 1, the Processing 
assignment is a key element of the TCI Approach that helps students process and 
internalize the information they have learned in a lesson. Because these assign-
ments challenge students to use multiple intelligences and higher-order thinking 
skills, you may need to modify them for some students.
•	 Consider reducing the number of requirements. For example: 

— Reduce the number of items to be placed on a timeline from ten to five. 
— Have them write three paragraphs instead of five, or write about fewer  

 terms, or fewer characteristics.
— Have them do two illustrations instead of four, or a single cartoon rather  

 than a four-panel strip.
•	 Turn the work into a matching exercise: 

— Provide a set of items to cut and paste along a spectrum or a timeline.
— Provide phrases students can use to place in a Venn diagram or to complete  

 given analogies.
— Provide headlines to match to pictured events. 

•	 Offer alternative Processing assignments that let students play to their indi-
vidual strengths. Refer to the “Processing Assignment” section (pages 102–117) 
to see the many possibilities.

Accommodate Students with Physical Challenges.  Many of TCI’s multiple 
intelligence activities require students to move freely around the room. If you 
have students for whom this is difficult, make sure they are not excluded. For 
example, if the lesson involves students rotating from one station to another

You can modify the format  
of Reading Notes to sup-
port both English language 
learners and students read-
ing below grade level.
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to examine placards, you could instead have students pass the placards from group 
to group. This does not affect the integrity of the activity, and no one gets left out. 

Support and Honor Cultural Diversity.  As you present lessons, watch for 
idiomatic expressions or cultural references that might be unfamiliar to some  
students. At the same time, take advantage of opportunities to draw on your stu-
dents’ personal knowledge of other cultures.
•	 In a Preview of a lesson on the U.S. colonists’ break with Britain, students 

are asked to describe a personal experience related to the idiomatic expres-
sion It was the last straw. Be sure that all students understand the meaning of 
that expression, and (in the case of nonnative speakers) can relate it to similar 
expressions in their native tongue. 

•	 For a Processing assignment that asks students to find analogies between 
ancient Egyptian social classes and people or groups in our society, some stu-
dents may not be familiar with the structure of American society. Pair these 
students with peer helpers, or let them complete the work using examples from 
their native countries.

•	 In a lesson on the wave of immigration the U.S. experienced between 1880 
and 1920, skip the step where students interview role-played “immigrants” and 
instead allow class members to respond from their own life experiences.

Offer Extra Challenge.  For those students who might benefit from extra chal-
lenge, you need to find strategies to elevate and extend the activities in ways that 
push students to use higher-order thinking skills. Rather than simply asking for 
more work, or more writing, ask for a more sophisticated kind of writing, a higher 
level of thinking. For example:
•	 When the class is analyzing a historical painting, use an approach termed 

Teachers find that 
Processing assignments 
can be flexed, making them 
simpler or more sophisti-
cated to match individual 
students’ needs.
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“Behind the Paintbrush” to raise the level of thinking and enrich the discus-
sion. Ask students to step into the artist’s shoes. As the artist, what are you 
thinking as you create this picture? Why are you painting this scene in this way? 
What are you trying to show? What are your opinions about the event or the 
people you are depicting? This type of question asks students to hypothesize 
about the artist’s motivations, a step beyond analyzing the painting from the 
perspective of a viewer. 

•	 Send students to the Internet to do additional research to extend and enrich 
any lesson. For some of the TCI programs, specific Internet Connections and 
enrichment projects are listed on TCI’s Web site. For example, when students 
of ancient world history are learning about the early settlement of India, they 
complete a map showing India’s main geographical features—rivers, moun-
tains, deserts. To extend this work, students might find a virtual tour of India 
online, then annotate the map with facts they have learned about each region. 

Modify the Assessment.  Consider whether the format and delivery of your 
assessment will accurately gauge what your students know or if some modifica-
tions are required. Here are some ideas you might sometimes find appropriate: 
•	 In a multiple-choice test, reduce the number of answer choices for each item 

from four to two—one right and one wrong. 
•	 Have a peer or aide read the items aloud.
•	 Allow the student to respond orally, either with a tape recorder or with an aide 

or parent helper.
•	 Provide a word bank or list of phrases to provide additional support for open-

ended responses, or to turn fill-in questions into a matching exercise.
•	 Send home copies of test questions ahead of time, in random order, for use as a 

study guide.
•	 Make the test “open book,” allowing students to refer to their Reading Notes or 

the textbook during the assessment.

“I have great success  
reaching my limited  
English proficient stu-
dents using this approach. 
Multiple intelligence  
lesson instruction that  
taps into the nonlinguistic 
intelligences allows these 
students to learn the  
content and then put 
English vocabulary to it.”

— High School Teacher
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How to Hone Your Use of the Multiple 
Intelligence Teaching Strategies

Introduction

As you learned in Part 1, the instructional practices that make up the TCI 
Approach allow students with diverse learning styles to experience social 
studies. A central component of the TCI Approach is the use of six multiple 
intelligence teaching strategies: Visual Discovery, Social Studies Skill Builders, 
Experiential Exercises, Writing for Understanding, Response Groups, and 
Problem Solving Groupwork. In Part 1 (pages 28–85), you learned the basic 
steps, along with the rationale, for using each of these strategies. 

In this section, we offer an array of advanced tips for how to hone and enhance 
your use of these multiple intelligence teaching strategies. Through our work 
with teachers who have successfully implemented the TCI Approach for a num-
ber of years, we have identified specific tips and best practices that teachers 
have used as they have refined their teaching methods. While these tips may be 
instructive to a newcomer to the TCI Approach, they are expressly designed for 
the teacher who has used the TCI Approach in the classroom for a year or more 
and is ready for more sophisticated application of these teaching strategies.

Students discover how the 
Continental Army finally 
defeated the British in the 
Revolutionary War as they 
participate in an orches-
trated game of Capture 
the Flag. This Experiential 
Exercise helps students 
grasp the strengths and 
weaknesses of both sides of 
the conflict.
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Hone Your Use of Visual Discovery 

As described in Part 1 (see page 28), Visual Discovery is a 
teaching strategy that transforms what is typically a passive, 
teacher-centered activity—lecturing—into a dynamic, par-

ticipatory experience. After a Visual Discovery activity, students generally retain 
more information than they would from a traditional lecture. There are, however, 
ways to hone this strategy to make it even more powerful. This section explains 
how you can

•	 increase student interaction during spiral questioning.
•	 make act-it-outs more engaging and authentic.

Increase Student Interaction During Spiral Questioning  
Asking spiral questions related to images sometimes produces low student inter-
action—the teacher asks questions, and a few students share their responses. Here 
are some strategies for making the process more interactive and inclusive.

Think-Pair-Share  Have students individually come up with a response to a ques-
tion and share it with another student or two before you ask for volunteers to 
share their responses with the entire class.

Touch the Image  Invite eight to ten students to come up to the projected image 
and point out or touch a detail they found interesting or important. If you are 
asking students to interpret the image, they might first offer their interpretations, 
then point out or touch details to support their interpretation.

Eager to approach the 
screen, this student uses 
“magic” paper to point out 
details that support her 
interpretation of the pro-
jected image.

Visual Discovery activi-
ties use powerful images to 
teach social studies con-
cepts. These students step 
into a political cartoon that 
reveals the hypocrisy in 
late-19th-century attitudes 
toward immigrants to the 
United States.

A D V A N C E D

TIPS
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Record Answers in the Interactive Student Notebook  Ask students to record 
in their notebooks their responses to a question. You can circulate and review (or 
check off) students’ responses, and then ask volunteers to share their ideas.

Face-Off  Assign half of the class one question, such as, Where do you think this 
is happening? while the other half works on another question, such as, When do 
you think this is happening? Have the students on each side mutually agree on a 
response and present it, along with evidence from the image that supports their 
response, to the other half of the class. 

Write a Caption or Headline  Your final question about an image can be to ask 
students to write a short caption that explains what is happening. Or, have them 
write a newspaper headline to summarize the pictured event. Have students share 
their captions or headlines with a neighbor, or ask volunteers to read them aloud 
to the entire class.

Become Inanimate Objects  Ask students to assume the role of an inanimate 
object in the image and to consider what they have seen from the point of view of 
that object. For example, as the Statue of Liberty, what have they seen pass by? Or 
as the castle that Joan of Arc attacked, what do they see inside the walls? Outside 
the walls? Have students circulate around the classroom and share their responses 
with one another.

Make Act-it-Outs More Engaging and Authentic 
Some images used as the basis of act-it-outs have only a few characters in the 
scene. One challenge in such cases is finding ways to involve more students in 
bringing the image to life. Here are some ways to involve the entire class during an 
act-it-out. These ideas can make the act-it-out more engaging for students in the 
audience and can often help to create a more authentic atmosphere.

Ask students to provide sound effects.  Have the audience contribute sound 
effects at appropriate times during an act-it-out. For example, during an act-it-out 
of an image showing European emigrants leaving on a ship and waving good-bye 
to their families, students at their desks might make the sound of the ship’s horn 
or of family members on the dock shouting their farewells. Later, during an act-
it-out of an image of European immigrants going through medical inspections at 
Ellis Island, have the audience make sounds that the medical inspector might hear 
through his stethoscope: clear, healthy breathing from some immigrants; labored, 
congested coughing from others. Give students clear directions about which sound 
effects are appropriate and when to make them.

Have students check for accuracy.  Alert the audience to watch act-it-outs criti-
cally, listening for accuracies and inaccuracies in the presentations. Before an act-
it-out, tell students in the audience to keep two lists: statements they hear that are 
accurate, and statements they hear that are inaccurate. After the act-it-out, ask stu-
dents to share one accurate and one inaccurate fact. Encourage them to acknowl-
edge the actors’ efforts and to be sensitive to their feelings.

“My students literally jump 
at the chance to step into 
the images. They thank me 
for allowing them to have 
fun while they learn.”   

— Middle School Teacher

Students use simple props 
to re-create this scene of 
slaves picking cotton in the 
South. You might consider 
playing a rousing spiritual 
in the background to  
create a more authentic 
atmosphere.
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Have students serve as reporters.  After several act-it-outs in which you model 
the types of questions an on-the-scene reporter should ask, have students take the  
role of reporters and prepare questions to ask the actors. Have reporters follow  
this procedure for asking questions during the act-it-out: they stand, identify the 
newspaper they represent, and direct their questions to a specific character. 
Remind reporters that their job is not to trick or stump the figures, but to elicit 
information from them. Disallow questions that are inappropriate or that the 
actors cannot answer based on the information that has been covered on the subject.

Let the audience chant slogans.  Suggest historically appropriate slogans for the 
audience to chant during an act-it-out. For example, during an act-it-out for an 
image showing Lenin addressing a crowd during the Russian Revolution, the 
spectators can chant, “Land, Bread, and Peace!” which was Lenin’s rally cry for 
the revolution. After you have suggested slogans for several different act-it-outs, let 
students come up with an appropriate slogan to enhance a particular image.

Add background music by having the class hum relevant tunes. 
Having the audience hum at appropriate times during an act-it-out 
taps students’ musical-rhythmic intelligence. For example, during an 
act-it-out of a lunch counter sit-in during the civil rights era, students 
could hum the melody of “We Shall Overcome.”

Include crowd participation in the scene.  For some events, it is 
appropriate to have the entire class come to the front of the room, 
surround the actors in the act-it-out, and serve as a crowd around the 
scene shown in the image. For example, the class might pretend to be a 
group of students watching the Red Guard parade through the streets 
of Communist China, workers participating in a strike, or bank clients 
lining up in front of a closed bank during the Great Depression.

Encourage students to react melodramatically.  For some act-it-outs, 
you might assign students in the audience the role of either supporter 
or opponent of the event or figure depicted in the image. Then, when 
you are interviewing student actors during the act-it-out, have the rest 
of the class respond melodramatically to their comments, calling out 
things such as Boo, Hiss, Ahhh, or Hurrah! For example, during an act-
it-out on Shays’s Rebellion, half the class would represent the govern-
ment and the other half would represent the rebellious farmers. When 
the student representing the farmers speaks, half the class will boo and 
half the class will cheer, re-creating the tense and divided atmosphere 
that existed during the era of the Articles of Confederation.

Tell students they belong to the Screen Actors Guild.  As members of the Screen 
Actors Guild, they must pay careful attention during the act-it-out and then vote 
on the actors who deserve the Oscars for best performance. Explain that members 
of the guild must make their vote based on these criteria: the accuracy of the 
actor’s performance, how well they could hear and understand the actor, and the 
humor or emotion that the actor brought to the character.

“Acting out what I thought 
was going through these 
people’s minds made it 
stick with me way past the 
test.”   

— High School Student

Here the teacher acts as 
an on-the-scene reporter, 
interviewing European 
immigrants about their 
hopes for a new life in 
America.
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Hone Your Use of Social Studies  
Skill Builders 

As explained in Part 1 (see page 38), the Social Studies Skill 
Builder is a teaching strategy that allows students to learn  

and practice a new skill—such as mapping, categorizing, interpreting political 
cartoons, and graphing—through a dynamic, interactive activity rather than dry 
worksheets completed individually. Students receive feedback as they work on 
these fast-paced activities, allowing them to improve their skills rapidly and gain 
greater insights. In this section, you will read about ways to hone this strategy to 
make it even more effective. Specifically, you will learn how to 

•	 review essential content and encourage critical thinking.
•	 use powerful wrap-up activities.

Review Essential Content and Encourage Critical Thinking
Some Social Studies Skill Builders require that students visit many sta-
tions or work with numerous placards to allow ample practice to master 
a skill, which can be time-consuming. When there isn’t enough time 
for every student to visit all the stations or work with all the placards, 
you can use any of the following methods to ensure that students are 
exposed to all the content in the activity.

Have the class complete the student handout on a transparency.  Call 
on different pairs to come up to the overhead and fill in one section of 
the handout until all sections have been completed. To save time when 
working with matrices, you can make a transparency of the matrix, cut 
it into strips, and give each pair a strip to complete. Then, call pairs to 
the overhead one at a time to place their transparency strip on top of a 
blank matrix.

Have pairs become station or placard “experts.”  When you see that 
time is running short, find out which pairs have completed (or nearly 
completed) their handout. Name them the “expert pair” for a particular 
station or placard, where they will share their information with class-
mates. For those pairs who have not completed most of the handout, 
split up the partners: one student will remain at a station to serve as an 

expert; the other goes around to the remaining stations or placards to learn from 
the resident experts. Have students circulate among the stations until their hand-
outs are complete and then share their findings with their partners.

Have pairs take a “gallery walk.”  Another way to ensure that everyone gets all 
the content in the time remaining is to have students transfer their answers onto a 
piece of butcher paper placed next to each placard or station. This creates a written 
“gallery” of their responses. After at least one response has been recorded for every 
station or placard, have pairs go to the stations or placards for which they need 
more information. They can refer to the responses on the butcher paper to com-
plete their handout. Students who have already completed their handout should 
circulate among the stations or placards as well, referring to the butcher paper to 
check, clarify, and, if necessary, modify their answers.

Social Studies Skill Builder 
activities use fast-paced 
engaging tasks to teach 
social studies skills.

A D V A N C E D

TIPS
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Have pairs share information. Allow pairs of stu-
dents to visit another pair to ask for information, 
clarification, or ideas—for one section of the hand-
out only. Pairs may seek help from as many other 
pairs as necessary to complete their handout. Those 
pairs whose handouts are complete can serve as 
resources for pairs who need more information.

Have pairs engage in a “New York Stock 
Exchange.”  An engaging variation on pair shar-
ing is to set up a Stock Exchange. As student pairs 
mingle around the classroom, one partner shouts 
the name of the placard about which the pair needs 
information, while the other partner shouts the 
name of a placard about which they can provide information. When students 
find another pair that can help them, they go off to the side of the room and 
share information. You could also conduct a quieter version of this, called Secret 
Sharing, in which students must whisper the names of the placards.

Use Powerful Wrap-up Activities
As explained in Part 1 (page 44), the final important step of Social Studies Skill 
Builders is the debriefing, or wrap-up. Here are several ideas for wrapping up 
activities so that students apply higher-order thinking skills—evaluating, justify-
ing, or synthesizing—to the content they have learned.

Human Spectrum  After completing the Social Studies Skill Builder activity, use 
a 10- to 15-foot piece of masking tape to create a spectrum at the front of your 
classroom. Have pairs think about and discuss a question that forces them to syn-
thesize or evaluate information from the activity. Then have each pair choose one 
student to stand along the spectrum to represent their response to the question. 
Facilitate a discussion in which the students who remain seated justify the posi-
tion of their partners along the spectrum. 

Example 1
After matching descriptions of eight key historical periods with corresponding 
maps and dates to construct a timeline of Middle Eastern history, have students 
place the historical periods along spectrums that address these questions:

When did this historical period take place?

3100 B.C.E.		  1918 C.E.

Based on the reading and the map, how would you rate the significance of this  
period to the Middle East?

Most significant		  Least significant

“Not only is this strategy 
effective in teaching  
students new skills, but it 
also enables students to 
discuss high-level issues 
during the debriefing. 
After all the hands-on 
practice, students have 
a lot of information and 
opinions to share.”

— Middle  School Teacher

In order to allow all stu-
dents access to all content, 
consider creating “expert” 
teams to assist students 
who have not yet completed 
the activity.
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Example 2
After learning about reform movements of the mid-19th-century and the role of 
women in those movements, have students debate the degree to which four of the 
grievances outlined in the Declaration of Sentiments have been redressed.  

“He has monopolized (dominated) nearly all the profitable employments, and from 
those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration (pay).” To 
what degree has this grievance been redressed?

Not redressed 	 Somewhat			   Totally
at all	  redressed		   redressed

Blue-Ribbon Committee  After students have completed a Social Studies Skill 
Builder activity, explain that they are now members of a blue-ribbon (or expert) 
committee who will advise an important leader or organization—such as the 
president of the United States, the General Assembly of the United Nations, or the 
curator of a famous museum. Have pairs think about and discuss a question that 
forces them to synthesize or evaluate information from the activity. Facilitate a 
discussion in which the students offer their advice and explain and justify their 
position. In some cases, you can assign each pair a particular position to argue; in 
other cases, you might allow students to reach their own conclusions. 

Example 1
After analyzing a series of placards representing achievements and inventions of 
the ancient Greeks, students take on the role of a blue-ribbon committee hired to 
consult on setting up a museum exhibit on ancient Greece. Ask pairs to select the 
achievement of the ancient Greeks they think has had the most impact on modern 
society and be prepared to explain why. Facilitate a class discussion in which pairs 
share and debate their viewpoints.

Have students record  
their groups’ response on  
a projected spectrum. 
Students then debate  
and support their varied 
opinions.

Pairs serve as part of a 
blue-ribbon committee as 
they assess which contribu-
tions from ancient Greece 
were the most influential.
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Example 2
After students analyze and graph data on eight different Latin American immi-
grant groups, have pairs take on the role of a blue-ribbon committee advising the 
president. Assign each pair of students one of the eight immigrant groups. Pairs 
use the immigration data and the reasons these groups came to the United States 
to formulate an argument for giving their group top priority in U.S. immigration 
policy. Hold a class discussion in which pairs share and debate their positions.

Human Bar Graphs  When students have completed a Social Studies Skill 
Builder activity based on placards, post the placards along one wall of the class-
room. Have pairs discuss a question that forces them to evaluate information 
from the activity in order to choose one of the placards. Then have one student 
from each pair come and stand in single file in front of the placard they chose. 
Have the students who remain seated analyze the human bar graphs their part-
ners created, by answering these questions:

Which placard was chosen by the most number of students? Why?
Which placard did the least number of students choose? Why?
What percentage of the class selected [name a placard]?

Finally, have several students who are standing in the human bar graphs justify 
their answers. Facilitate a discussion in which students debate their viewpoints.

Example 1
After students have analyzed a series of propaganda posters from World War I, 
post each of the placards along one wall and have pairs discuss which poster they 
think is most effective and why. Then have one student from each pair stand in 
a single-file line in front of the placard they chose. Have students analyze the 
human bar graphs and justify their answers.

Students create a human 
bar graph to indicate  
their viewpoints on the 
effectiveness of World War I 
propaganda posters.
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Example 2
After students have analyzed a series of placards representing contributions of 
the Muslim culture to world civilization, post each of the placards along one wall. 
Have pairs discuss which placard they think represents the most important or 
influential contribution of the Muslim culture to world civilization. Then have one 
student from each pair stand in single file in front of the placard they chose. Have 
students analyze the human bar graph and justify their answers.

Madison Avenue Sales Pitch  Here’s another way to inspire higher-level think-
ing skills during the debriefing. After pairs have completed the Social Studies 
Skill Builder, have students discuss a question that requires them to synthesize or 
evaluate information from the activity. Then ask pairs to write a short (20-second) 
sales pitch or design a mini advertising billboard that will convince others to reach 
the same conclusion. Allow pairs to mingle around the room, trying to sell their 
idea or perspective to other pairs. Afterward, ask the whole group to share whose 
sales pitch or billboard they found most convincing and why.

Example 1
After students have identified and 
mapped sixteen important physiograph-
ic features of Latin America, assign each 
pair one feature and have them design 
a mini billboard which shows why that 
feature is the most important one in 
Latin America. Have students post their 
billboards around the room and give 
the class several minutes to view them 
all. Ask the class which billboard they 
find most convincing and why.

Example 2
After students have viewed placards of 
African art and identified the elements 
of traditional African art in each piece, 
have pairs discuss which piece they 
think is the best representation of tra-

ditional African art. They then write a 20-second sales pitch in which they explain 
why they think the piece they chose is the best representation. Taking the placard 
they chose, pairs mingle around the room and give their sales pitch. Afterward, 
ask the class whose sales pitch they found most convincing and why.

Example 3
After students have analyzed a series of political cartoons representing different  
American attitudes toward immigrants around 1900, have students discuss which 
cartoon they most agree with and why. Pairs write a 30-second editorial to support 
the cartoon they selected. Have pairs take their cartoon as they mingle around the 
room, sharing their editorial with other pairs. Afterward, ask the class whose edi-
torial they found most convincing and why.

After completing a Social 
Studies Skill Builder  
about African art, this girl  
presents her “sales pitch” 
for the piece that she and 
her partner chose as the 
most representative of  
traditional African art.
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Hone Your Use of Experiential Exercises 

The Experiential Exercise, as explained in Part 1 (see page 46),  
is a teaching strategy that taps into intrapersonal and body- 
kinesthetic intelligences and enables students to “experience” 

social studies concepts firsthand, with activities that make abstract ideas or 
remote events accessible and meaningful. Teachers using the TCI Approach con-
sistently report that students tell them Experiential Exercises make learning fun 
and unforgettable. The suggestions in this section can help you hone this strategy 
to make it more powerful. Specifically, you will learn how to

•	 make Experiential Exercises more authentic.
•	 better connect Experiential Exercises to the content.

Make Experiential Exercises More Authentic
One of the best ways you can increase the value and power of Experiential 
Exercises is to make them more authentic. Often this requires making subtle 
changes to the way you deliver the activity. Following are examples of adaptations 
to Experiential Exercises that make them more authentic and thus more effective. 

Activity: Experiencing the Assembly Line   
This Experiential Exercise gives students a feeling for what it was like to work on 
an assembly line, as opposed to working as a skilled laborer or artisan. By re- 
creating work done by assembly line and comparing it to work done by indepen-
dent craftspeople, students see firsthand the advantages and disadvantages of each 
mode of production. Students come away from this activity with a greater sensi-
tivity to why workers often hated assembly-line work, and a new understanding of 
why this mode of production was profitable for factory owners.

A D V A N C E D

TIPS

“I heard about the real-life 
experiences my daughter  
was having in class. She 
was so involved and 
invested in the experiential 
activities that she wanted 
to share them with me.”

— Parent of  
Middle School Student

Experiential Exercises  
use short, memorable 
experiences to help  
students grasp social  
studies concepts. Here, 
working elbow to elbow, 
students feverishly  
reproduce drawings. 
Under the watchful eye of 
a demanding supervisor, 
each “worker” repeatedly 
draws just one small part  
of the whole, giving  
students an appreciation 
for the monotony and rigor 
of assembly-line work.
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Adaptations 
Make the classroom hot or cold.  If possible, turn the temperature up or down so 
that the classroom is uncomfortably hot or cold. Explain to your student “workers” 
that as the factory manager, you must cut costs by turning off the heat or ventila-
tion system.

Place workers in rows.  Make the passing of the assembly-line product most dif-
ficult by seating students at desks set one in front of the other, rather than side 
by side. This way, workers cannot see or interact with one another. If possible, 
arrange the work-flow sequence so that the last worker in one row must leave his 
or her desk and walk to the front of the next row to pass along the product. This 
will frustrate and delay the assembly-line workers even more.

Fire unproductive workers.  Fire a student worker who is talking too much or 
working too slowly. Pass the job of the fired worker to the next student on the line. 
Or, replace the worker with a student who has been standing outside the factory 
waiting for a job (perhaps a tardy student). Tell students that those who are work-
ing on the line at the end of the activity will receive extra credit.

Activity: The Unraveling of the Soviet Economy
In this Experiential Exercise, students experience the failures of the Soviet  
economy—inadequate materials, shortages of consumer goods, and worker  
apathy—that led to reforms under Gorbachev in the 1980s. Working in groups, 
students “produce” cars by cutting them out of paper. Regardless of how well they 
execute the task, all groups are rewarded equally with paper money representing 
rubles. After each of several rounds of work, students wait in line to buy candy 
from the teacher with their rubles. Few students reach the front of the line before 
the store closes. In the debriefing, the teacher helps students make comparisons 
between their experience and the failure of the Soviet economy. 

Adaptations
Give some students inadequate or  
poor-quality work materials.  Frustrate 
a few groups by supplying them with 
dried-up markers, paper already copied 
on one side (to hinder their ability to 
trace), and plastic scissors that do not 
work effectively. Give a few groups 
quality materials so that they are  
better able to meet the quota and do  
not grumble as loudly as the others.

Maintain a harsh, authoritarian  
persona.  Your persona in this 
activity is critical. As the Director of 
Production, be authoritarian and  
lacking in empathy. Ignore some groups 
and show favoritism to others. Do not 
attend to the workers’ complaints and 
grumblings.

Students experience one 
aspect of the failures of the 
Soviet economy as they 
wait in long lines to buy 
consumer goods, only to  
be frustrated by arbitrary  
closures.
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Provide good candy, then bad candy.  For the first round, let students exchange 
their rubles for quality candy most will really like, such as peanut-butter cups and 
chocolate kisses. For the second round, sell cheap, undesirable candy, but else-
where in the room have a teacher’s assistant (or a student) selling the expensive, 
good candy on the “black market.” This black-market seller should demand twice 
the amount students paid during the first round, and should have a limited supply 
so it runs out quickly.

Activity: An Evening in the Plaza: Sharing Perspectives on Migration
This Experiential Exercise enables students to understand the different ways that 
rural Mexicans view migration to the United States. Students first work in pairs to 
learn about the life of one of eight villagers in Purísima, a town in central Mexico, 
and then discuss their views on migration during an “evening stroll” in the town 
plaza. During the stroll, pairs assume the roles of young villagers seeking advice 
and older villagers giving advice about the relative merits of migration to the 
United States. Then, pairs reverse roles and continue the stroll. Afterward, stu-
dents reveal whether or not they would migrate and explain their decision.

Adaptations
Set the geographical context.  To give students more visual references of the 
town, show them Purísima on a map of Mexico. Have students describe the geog-
raphy of the area. Show images of other towns in central Mexico to help them 
visualize the buildings, plaza, climate, and people of Purísima.

Help students make connections to the “evening stroll.”  After describing the 
stroll as instructed in the Lesson Guide, ask the pairs of students to think of and 
describe something they do that is similar to the traditional stroll in Mexico, such 
as going to the mall or hanging out at a particular place.

Add props, music, or costumes.  Bring in props that help create the look and feel 
of a Mexican town, such as silk plants, Mexican blankets, hanging paper lanterns 
(which can be easily made), and music.

“Scissors cut paper—I win.” 
A childhood game is set 
up to demonstrate how 
Marxist theory benefits  
the working class. During 
the debriefing, students 
connect the historical 
content to their classroom 
experience.
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Connect Experiential Exercises to the Content
Ensuring that students make the connection between the classroom activity and the 
content being studied is critical to the success of Experiential Exercises. Students 
need to recognize the similarities but also the differences. Always take time to 
debrief an experiential activity before continuing with the lesson. Following are 
several ways to assist students in organizing their thoughts as they connect their 
experiences to the events being simulated.

T-Chart  Have students create a T-chart to identify connections between key con-
tent information and analogous aspects of the classroom activity. For example, 
after an activity in which students claim and reconfigure classroom furniture to 
understand the European “scramble for Africa” of the 1870s, students might com-
plete a T-chart that looks like this: 

Complete the Sentence  Have students complete sentences that connect key 
content information to analogous aspects of the classroom activity. For example, 
after the Experiential Exercise that simulates the anticommunist hysteria of the 
1950s, you might ask students to complete a sentence like this:

Joe McCarthy and others accused some Americans of being communists,  
often without any evidence, just like in the classroom when… Diego accused 
Kevin and Phuong of being “dots” even though he didn’t know for sure that  
they were.

Matrix  Have students create a matrix to identify connections between key content 
information and analogous aspects of the classroom activity.  For example, in an 
Experiential Exercise, students play Rock, Paper, Scissors to win tokens. “Wealthy 
students,” who are given more tokens to start with, have an unfair advantage over 
“working class” students. As students experience the frustrations of unequal  
distribution of wealth, they propose changes to the game rules, and the teacher 
redistributes tokens equally to all. The experience provides a basis for understand-
ing Marxist theory. To be sure that students make the connections between the 
classroom activity and the historical reality, you could have students complete a 
matrix (see next page).

		  Classroom Activity

•	 Groups claimed desks, tables,  
and A-V equipment by placing  
labeled sticky notes on them.

•	 Disputes broke out when groups 
removed someone else’s sticky  
notes from items they had claimed.

•	 Group 1 claimed far more items  
than the other groups because they 
had a head start.

		  Historical Reality

•	 European countries claimed territory 
in Africa, without regard to tribal 
boundaries or existing cultures.

•	 Disputes broke out between 
European countries when they 
claimed overlapping territory.

•	 Britain claimed far more territory in 
Africa than other countries because 
it was industrialized before other 
European countries.

“Experiential Exercises 
generate a new level of 
energy and excitement in 
my classroom. Many of 
my students who usually 
aren’t into social studies 
really get it. The other 
day a student walked 
into class and said, ‘What 
adventures do you have in 
store for us today?”

— High School Teacher
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Annotated Images  Make copies of an image related to the experience and have 
students annotate it with corresponding information from the classroom activity.  
For example, after the assembly-line activity that helps students understand work-
ers’ grievances during the Industrial Revolution, they might annotate an image 
such as the following:

Classroom Activity: 
Rock, Scissors, Paper Game

Students have their own 
tokens, and not everyone 
starts with the same  
number. As students play 
the game, a few win lots of 
tokens, but most lose.

Winners and lowers argue 
about whether the game is 
fair. Losers vote to change 
the rules of the game.

The teacher collects all 
tokens and redistributes 
them equally to all students.

Historical Information: 
Marxist Theory

Individuals privately own 
industry. Freedom of  
competition results in 
unequal economic classes.

Upper and working class 
struggle over wealth. 
Working class revolts and 
takes over control of  
government.

Government takes over own-
ership of industry. Resulting 
wealth is distributed equally 
to all.

Capitalism

Class Struggle

Socialism

“Experiential Exercises put 
us into a time machine to 
experience the feelings of 
the past. It made me think 
a whole lot more.”

— High School Student

1.	 Each assembly-line worker focuses on part of the job, just 	
like each student only drew one part of the picture.

3.	 Workers at the front end of the assembly line don’t see 	
the finished product, just like students at the front of the	
 classroom assembly line don’t see the finished drawing.

2.	Workers don’t talk 
to each other, just 
as in the class-
room the teacher 
wouldn’t let us talk 
to each other.
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Hone Your Use of Writing  
for Understanding

Writing for Understanding, as described in Part 1 (page 56), is a 
teaching strategy that taps into students’ multiple intelligences, 

creating a memorable writing experience for all learners, including those whose 
greatest strengths are not linguistic. Writing for Understanding activities prompt 
students to write purposefully and in detail about social studies. With the ideas in 
this section, you can hone your use of the Writing for Understanding strategy to 
make it even more effective. You will learn how to

•	 conduct a “peer read-around.”
•	 incorporate peer editing. 
•	 use rubrics to evaluate student writing.

Conduct a Peer Read-Around
The peer read-around is an instructional 
tool that efficiently provides students 
with feedback on rough drafts of their 
writing assignments. This is similar 
to the peer-editing step of the writing 
process, with one important differ-
ence: here students are focused only on 
examples of good writing. By allowing 
students to read each other’s work and 
identify the qualities of strong writing, 
you provide an opportunity for students 
to reflect on their own writing and to 
make structural and content revisions 
to their work. Follow these 12 steps to 
conduct a peer read-around in your 
classroom.

1.  Create balanced groups.  At the beginning of the school year or semester, set 
up peer read-around groups. Ask students to write a paragraph in response to 
a simple prompt, such as What is your favorite subject in school and why? Read 
through the paragraphs to determine who, based on the writing sample, are the 
strongest writers. Then create groups of four students, placing one of the stron-
ger writers in each group. Balance the groups with students of various writing 
skills. Make a transparency showing group assignments. Keep the same peer 
read-around groups all semester so that students become accustomed to the 
process and have time to build trust as a group.

2.	Lead a class brainstorming session to identify qualities of an effective  
writing assignment.  After reviewing the requirements for a particular 
writing assignment, ask the class to brainstorm qualities that would be found  
in an effective piece of writing for this assignment. List these qualities on a  
transparency and have students copy the list into their notebooks. Expect that 
most of the items that students suggest will mirror your requirements for the 

A D V A N C E D

TIPS

Writing for Understanding 
allows students to continue 
to learn key social studies 
concepts through writing 
assignments.
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	 assignment, but encourage them to think beyond the requirements as well.  
You can suggest additional items yourself, especially if they are elements that 
will help make students’ written work more effective. However, the list should 
be generated primarily by the students.

3.	 Have students bring in rough drafts.  When it is time for the peer read-
around, tell students to bring in their rough drafts without their names on 
their papers, so their work will remain anonymous during the exercise. As 
students enter the classroom on the day of the peer read-around, collect their 
papers, write a number on each, and tell students what their number is. Use a 
black marker to block out any names written on the papers. Keep a record of 
which number you assign to each student.

4.	Put students into peer read-around groups and assign a leader for each 
group.  Project a transparency with group assignments and the expected 
classroom arrangement. Have students take their places in the groups, making 
sure that desks are in the correct formation. Assign a student leader for each 
group. Explain that the leader will pass out and collect papers, as well as take 
notes on which papers the group liked and why. You may want to rotate the 
role of leader after each group has read a full set of papers.

5.	 Review the qualities of strong writing.  Remind students of the purpose of 
the peer read-around: to identify concrete examples of effective writing in each 
other’s papers. Before students begin reading, review the list of qualities of an 
effective writing assignment they generated in step 2. Encourage students to 
look for these qualities in the papers they read. You may select just a few  
qualities for students to concentrate on, but allow them to comment on any 
other good qualities they see.

Peer read-arounds allow  
students to identify the 
qualities of strong writing,  
to reflect on their own  
writing, and to make  
revisions to their work.
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  6.	Model how to mark papers.  Place on a transparency the first paragraph of a 
paper from another class, or a sample rough draft you have written yourself 
(only one paragraph is necessary). Project the sample rough draft and have 
students read the paragraph silently. Then have students point out qualities of 
effective writing in the rough draft. As they point out these qualities, under-
line concrete examples on the transparency and write the name of the quality 
in the margin. For example, if someone notices the vivid language used in the 
second sentence…pleading, sad, hungry eyes…, underline those words and in 
the margin write vivid language. Explain that if students find further examples 
of the same quality later in the paper, they underline these and put check 
marks beside the original margin note. 

  7. 	Pass out rough drafts to groups and have students read and mark each 
paper.  Give each leader a paper for each person in that group. When the 
papers have been distributed, tell students how many minutes they will have  
to read and mark the paper in front of them, then signal them to begin reading. 
After the allotted time, tell students to stop reading and pass the paper to the 
right. Continue this process until all group members have read all papers. 
(Note: If some students did not bring a rough draft, you have a couple of  
alternatives. You can either have them sit apart and work on their rough draft 
during this time, or you can pair them with each other—or with a student who 

This student organized her 
ideas with a spoke diagram, 
then wrote a rough draft. 
Notes from a peer read-
around helped the writer  
prepare her final typed 
draft.
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	 has completed the draft—to include them in the reviewing process. You will 
know best which approach will most benefit the students in question.)

  8.	Have groups choose the paper they like best and record its effective 
qualities.  As groups discuss which paper they liked best, have the group lead-
er list specific examples telling why the group liked that one. For example, if 
the group agrees that they liked Paper 6 because of the concrete evidence the 
writer gave to support his or her opinion, make sure the leader notes examples 
of that concrete evidence. The group can also identify and note specific quali-
ties they liked in some of the other papers they read.

  9.	Have groups pass their papers to another group.  After students have dis-
cussed the papers for a few minutes, groups pass their papers to another 
group. Ask group leaders to distribute the new set and repeat steps 7 and 8. 
Students should read at least two sets of papers. You can repeat this step, hav-
ing papers passed from group to group, as appropriate or as time allows. 

10.	Make a class list of outstanding papers and their qualities.  After each rough 
draft has been read by at least two groups, have group leaders report to the 
class the number of the paper their group liked best and the specific quali-
ties they found effective in that paper. Push groups to give concrete examples, 
and keep track of group responses on a transparency. After each group has 
reported on the paper they liked the best, allow them to mention one or two 
qualities of effective writing, with accompanying examples, found in any of 
the other papers. If any group selects the same paper as another group, simply 
put a check next to that paper and add any qualities that the previous group 
did not mention.

11.	Add to the list of qualities of an effective writing assignment.  Using infor-
mation from the class notes, make any significant additions to the list of qual-
ities of effective writing that the class made during step 2. Have students add 
these qualities to the list in their notebook as well. Encourage them to find 
ways to incorporate these qualities in their final drafts.

12.	Return rough drafts and have students write final drafts.  Return rough 
drafts to the authors. Give students time in class or at home to review the 
comments on their papers and to revise their rough drafts by incorporating 
examples of the qualities of effective writing generated in the peer read-
around activity.

Incorporate Peer Editing
A more traditional peer-editing activity involves peer-editing forms that students 
use to give and receive feedback during the writing process. The samples of 
peer-editing forms on the following pages were designed by teachers for specific 
Writing for Understanding activities. The forms vary in focus, depending on the 
learning objectives. The first two serve as checklists for the requirements of the 
assignment, as well as opportunities to collect suggestions for improvement from 
classmates. The third peer-editing form is designed to help the author improve his 
or her use of imagery in a poem.

“When I write, it helps 
me to discover what I am 
thinking about.” 

— High School Student
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Peer-Editing Form for Editorial on the Industrial Revolution

Writer _________________________________

Peer Editor _____________________________

Read the editorial and look for the following requirements or writing qualities in the paper.  
If you answer “no” to a question, please explain your response.

  1.	Does the editorial have a headline that reflects the writer’s view about the effects of the  
Industrial Revolution?

  2.	Does the editorial have an introduction (one paragraph) that describes the Industrial  
Revolution and states the writer’s position on the overall effect on individuals and society?

  3.	Does the editorial include a paragraph or two explaining the positive effects of the  
Industrial Revolution on individuals and/or society?

  4.	Does the editorial include a paragraph or two explaining the negative effects of the  
Industrial Revolution on individuals and/or society?

  5.	Does the editorial include a paragraph or two explaining the writer’s recommendations  
about how to address the negative effects of the Industrial Revolution?

  6.	Does the editorial include a drawing, graph, quote, or cartoon that illustrates one of the  
main ideas of the editorial?

  7.	Does the writer make reference to at least six aspects of the Industrial Revolution?

  8.	Is the editorial written in ink or typed?

  9.	Is the writing edited for grammar, punctuation, and spelling?

10.	Does the editorial seem authentic—as if it were written in London in the 1830s?

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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Peer-Editing Form for a Letter About Mexico City

Writer _________________________________

Peer Editor _____________________________

Read the rough draft of the letter about Mexico City and check that the requirements have been met.  
If a requirement has not been met, describe what needs to be completed or revised.

Requirement 	 Complete? 	 Suggestions for Improvement

Date and salutation included	 Yes	 No

Introduction with description of	 Yes	 No 
the city that uses at least five adjectives

Description of at least five places visited, 	 Yes	  No 
including interesting and memorable details
for each place

Description of the atmosphere for	 Yes	 No 
each of the five places 

Mention of discoveries	 Yes	 No

Vivid references to at least three topics:	 Yes	 No 
history, culture, neighborhoods, environment

Simple drawings or sketches that 	 Yes	 No 
illustrate at least one site 

At least two pages in length; 	 Yes	 No 
written in ink 

Correct spelling  	 Yes	 No

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
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Peer-Editing Form for Haiku About Internment

Writer ___________________________________

Peer Editor _______________________________

Read the rough draft of your classmate’s poem and statement. Write answers to the questions.  
Make sure your comments include suggestions for how to improve the poem and the statement.

1.	 What did you like best about the poem?

2.	 List examples of imagery, personification, similes, or metaphors that were particularly effective.

3.	 What, if anything, could the writer do to make this image even clearer? Be specific.

4.	 What phrase(s) or sentence(s) in the poet’s statement help you understand the intent or  
the meaning of the poem?

5.	 What could the writer add to the poet’s statement to help you better understand the poem?

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   
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Use Rubrics to Evaluate Student Writing
Perhaps the hardest part of written assignments, as any teacher will tell you, is 
getting them graded. This task is actually a pleasure when you assign dynamic 
writing prompts like those in the Writing for Understanding activities, because 
the results are enjoyable to read. To make the process easier, you can develop 
rubrics to evaluate students’ written work. 

There are numerous ways to set up such rubrics, depending on what you want 
to emphasize. Below are the directions for a specific Writing for Understanding 
activity—writing a letter from the World War I trenches—followed by three 
sample rubrics that show different ways you might evaluate student papers for 
this assignment. Some rubrics allow you to assign a point value to specific crite-
ria; others are more holistic. Each form allows for both teacher assessment and 
student self-evaluation. Personal preference may dictate the type of rubric you 
choose; the choice could also depend on the general style of your district’s writing 
assessments, or the format that you feel would best help your students understand 
the expectations for the assignment. 

Assignment: Writing a Letter from the Trenches 
The purpose of this writing assignment is to have students review the facts about 
World War I and to describe the salient features of trench warfare. Students 
assume the role of an American soldier fighting on the western front, and they 
write a letter home describing their experiences and their feelings about the war 
and the trenches. You give students these requirements for the assignment:

1.	 The letter should be historically accurate.
	 State the causes of the war, the date, where the fighting is taking place, which 

nations are fighting, and why Americans are fighting in Europe.

2.	 The letter should describe the conditions in the trenches.
	 Describe the strategy of trench warfare, the weapons being used, the landscape, 

what the food is like, and your living conditions.

3.	 The letter should reflect empathy, or feelings, about the war and trench  
warfare. 

	 How do you feel about this war? How do you feel about trench warfare? What 
emotions do you experience daily?

4.	 The letter should include a map—hand-drawn by you in the trench—showing 
where you are located.

5.	 The letter should look authentic. Since the letter is written from the trenches, 
it must be handwritten, but also legible. Include creative touches to add to 
the letter’s authenticity, such as a tea or coffee stains to simulate aging, or an 
addressed and stamped envelope.

6.	 Extra effort might include poetry, a description of leaflets, a reference to a  
specific site or battle, or a reference to some aspect not mentioned here.

After vivid classroom  
experiences, students  
produce exceptional papers 
and have a real sense of 
accomplishment.
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Rubric Sample 1: Letter from the Trenches

Name __________________________________

	 Points	 Student	 Teacher 
	 Possible 	 Evaluation 	 Evaluation

1.	 Historical Accuracy 					    _________	 _________ 	 _________
•	 states causes of WWI and U.S. involvement— 

three reasons for causes of WWI and at least 
one reason for U.S. involvement are given

•	 states alliances (minimum of five per side)
•	 describes western front
•	 includes map of western front—labeled countries
•	 includes major physical features

2.	Description of Life in the Trenches 			   _________	 _________ 	 _________
•	 explains trench warfare
•	 includes diagram of a trench
•	 includes realistic description of daily life in trenches
•	 includes details on chemical warfare, leaflets, food, 

 and living conditions
•	 states personal feelings about trench warfare

3. 	Authenticity 	 				    _________	 _________ 	 _________
•	 letter looks real—antique and in black ink
•	 letter sounds real—in first person present tense
•	 includes additional touches for authenticity

4. 	Spelling						      _________	 _________ 	 _________
•	 letter has fewer than five spelling errors
•	 spelling-check form is attached

5. 	Rough draft attached 				    _________	 _________ 	 _________

6. 	Turned in on time					     _________	 _________ 	 _________

						      Total Points 	 _________	 _________ 	 _________

Student Comments:

Teacher Comments:

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute   



How to Hone Your Use of the Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies    205

Rubric Sample 2: Letter from the Trenches

5 	 Exceptional Letter
Letter has all the qualities stated for the standard letter below, plus the following:
•	 reflects outside research (perhaps includes a WWI poem, a story, a description  

of a specific battle, lyrics from a WWI song, quotes, a photo, etc.)
•	 has no more than one spelling error
•	 explains the causes of WWI and the reason(s) for U.S. involvement in no fewer  

than five sentences

4	 Strong Letter
Letter has all the qualities for the standard letter stated below, plus the following:
•	 explains causes of WWI and U.S. involvement in the war in greater detail  

(at least three sentences)
•	 describes leaflets and chemical warfare
•	 includes a diagram of trenches
•	 has no more than three spelling errors

3	 Standard Letter
Letter meets all requirements as stated in assignment:
•	 describes at least one cause of WWI and reason for U.S. involvement  

(no fewer than one sentence each)
•	 states alliances (who was fighting whom)
•	 describes the location of western front
•	 describes trench warfare and life in the trenches (at least three aspects)
•	 looks authentic (antique, black ink)
•	 includes map of where the fighting took place
•	 includes personal feelings about the war and trench warfare
•	 has no more than five spelling errors
•	 is turned in on time with rough draft and spelling-check form

2	 Substandard Letter
Letter meets most of the requirements stated above, but is missing a few.
•	 may not be authentic looking
•	 may not be historically accurate in one or more ways
•	 may not include a map, information on trenches, causes of WWI, or reason for  

U.S. involvement
•	 may not have rough draft or spelling-check form attached
•	 may not have been turned in on time

1	 Limited or No Letter
Letter does not meet most of the requirements stated above.
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Rubric Sample 3: Letter from the Trenches

Historical  
Accuracy

Description  
of Trenches

Empathy

Map

Authenticity

Student Self-Assessment: 1, 2, or 3 (circle one)

Teacher Assessment: 1, 2, or  3

1
Letter may contain one or 
more inaccuracies about 
cause of the war, alliances, 
why the U.S. was involved, 
date, or location of fighting.

Letter may not accurately 
describe trench warfare.

Letter may not express emo-
tion or feelings about the 
war or trench warfare.

Map may not be accurate 
and may not illustrate where 
a U.S. soldier would be fight-
ing in WWI.

There may be no attempt 
to make the letter look or 
sound authentic, such as 
using antique paper or black 
ink.

2
Letter includes discussion of 
causes, the date, where the 
fighting took place, which 
nations were fighting, and 
why the U.S. was fighting in 
Europe.

Letter accurately describes 
trench warfare strategy, 
weapons, landscape, food, 
and living conditions.

Writer clearly states his or 
her feelings about the war 
and trench warfare.

Letter includes a drawing or 
map of where the fighting is 
occurring.

Letter looks old and is in
black ink.

3
Letter includes thorough  
discussion of causes, the 
date, where the fighting 
took place, which nations 
were fighting, and why the 
U.S. was fighting in Europe. 
Letter reflects information 
from outside research not 
given in class.

Letter thoroughly describes 
trench warfare strategy, 
weapons, landscape, food, 
and living conditions. It also 
describes leaflets, contains 
drawing of trenches, and has 
other aspects authentic to 
the conditions.

Letter reflects convinc-
ingly on emotions and may 
include a poem or a song 
collected through outside 
research.

Map illustrates entire front 
and names countries,  
physical features, towns,  
and cities.

Letter is on antique paper, is 
in black ink, is in envelope, 
and otherwise looks and 
sounds real. It has additional 
authentic qualities such as a 
photo and a stamp.
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Hone Your Use of Response Groups

As presented in Part 1 (page 66), the Response Group is a 
teaching strategy that gives students access to rich resources 
and the ideas of their classmates, both of which enrich class 

discussion and promote critical thinking. Teachers using the TCI Approach regu-
larly comment that Response Group activities promote more involvement in class, 
that students’ responses are more thoughtful and detailed than in conventional 
class discussion, and that students are listening to and respecting other’s opinions. 
This section gives you ways to hone the Response Group strategy to make it 
even more effective. Specifically, you will learn how to

•	 score class discussions.
•	 conduct a “fishbowl” scored discussion to teach discussion skills.

Score Class Discussions 
An excellent way to teach students to practice high-level discussion skills in their 
Response Groups is to score a class discussion. A scored discussion is one in 
which students receive points for displaying good command of a skill or appropri-
ate group behavior and lose points for inadequate skills or inappropriate behavior. 
You (or in some cases, the students) score the discussion as it progresses and share 
the results at its conclusion. 

Depending on your instructional objective, you might award points for accurately 
restating a previous comment, offering new evidence, or drawing someone into 
the discussion. A scored discussion can also help you monitor—and modify—
student behavior during class discussions. That is, you could evaluate and score 
on-task behavior, polite responses, or other behavioral issues you want to address. 
The scored discussion is an alternative form of assessment and is relatively easy 
to execute. It is also extremely flexible; the type of scoring you do will likely vary 
from one class to the next.

A D V A N C E D

TIPS

Response Group activities 
challenge students to dis-
cuss controversial and com-
plex issues.
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Criteria for Scored Discussions  Choose from the following criteria, in any 
combination, to meet your teaching objectives for group discussions. You may 
want to weight the point value of different criteria according to the relative impor-
tance of each. Have students focus on one to four criteria per discussion. 

Positive Points
Acknowledging the previous speaker
Accurately restating the previous comment
Clearly stating an opinion
Clearly stating a fact
Using convincing evidence to support an argument
Making a relevant comment
Drawing another person into the discussion
Recognizing contradictions
Recognizing irrelevant comments
Using analogies to support an argument
Asking probing questions that further the discussion
Disagreeing in an agreeable way
Pointing out details in an image to support an opinion
Calling on the next presenter, by name, before sitting down
Speaking with a loud, clear voice

Negative Points
Interrupting speakers
Not paying attention or distracting others
Monopolizing the discussion
Making personal attacks or using put-downs
Deviating from the topic of discussion
Disagreeing in a disagreeable way

“I feel like every student in 
here is allowed to express 
his or her beliefs freely, 
regardless of others’ or the 
teacher’s opinions. Respect 
is always guaranteed and 
enforced.”

— High School Student

Some teachers use a 
scored-discussion tally 
sheet to monitor small-
group behavior as students  
prepare for the class  
discussion. Are all group 
members participating?  
Are they respectful of  
each other’s ideas? Are  
they helping to prepare  
the presenter for his or  
her role in the discussion?
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How to Use a Scored Discussion  The following suggestions will help you execute 
a successful scored discussion.
1.	 Determine the criteria.  Determine which scored-discussion criteria you want 

students to practice. If scored discussions are new for students, focus on one or 
two relatively easy skills, such as clearly stating an opinion and offering a new 
argument. You may also want to score for inappropriate behavior, such as inter- 
rupting speakers or not paying attention. As students become more familiar 
with scored discussion, use higher-level criteria, such as using convincing  
evidence to support an argument and using analogies to support an argument.

2. 	Create a scored-discussion tally sheet.  The form of tally sheet will vary 
depending on the type of discussion and your teaching objective. For a 
Response Group discussion, you will need to set up a matrix that lists each 
group, plus each of the criteria you intend to score.

3. 	Model the discussion skills to be scored.  Before students start their discus-
sion, model the skills that will be scored and check to make sure all students 
understand them.

4. 	Score the discussion.  As the presenter from each Response Group shares that 
group’s ideas, score the discussion on a transparency of your prepared tally 
sheet. Scoring might consist of a simple plus/minus tally as you note positive 
and negative points. (Be sure to keep the overhead projector turned off at this 
time so that students focus on the discussion instead of your scoring.) 

5. 	Debrief the scored discussion.  After the discussion, reveal the scores and 
debrief the experience with students. Point out a few examples of when you 
gave points for the higher-level discussion skills that were exhibited.

Group or student

1.	 Kelso/Jen/ 
Alvarado

2.	 Scoma/Avery/
Rundell

3.	 McNeil/Decker
Washington

4.	 Robles/Schmit/
Karzai

5.

6.

	 Clearly states 	
	 opinion

+ 1  +1

+1  +1  +1  +1  +1

+1  +1

+1  +1  +1

Offers convincing	
	 evidence

+1  +1  +1

+1  +1 

+1

+1  +1  +1

	 Deviates from 	
	 topic

-1

-1  -1

-1

 
	 Total

4

5

3

5

Sample Scored-Discussion Tally Sheet
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Conduct a Fishbowl Scored Discussion
You can also help students improve on their discussion skills for Response Group 
activities by staging a “fishbowl” discussion. That is, one group holds a discussion 
in the center of the classroom—in the fishbowl—while you and the rest of the class 
observe and score the discussion. By observing a group discussion and learning 
to accurately identify and score high-level discussion skills, students will be better 
prepared to participate in a high-level discussion themselves.

Start with four student volunteers who are willing to discuss a topic while the 
rest of the class watches and scores them. Arrange the classroom as shown in the 
diagram, with the group of four in the center and the rest of the class seated in a 
large circle around them. Choose a discussion skill or two that you want students 
to learn—such as using convincing evidence to support an argument—and model 
it for the class. Then hand out a Scored-Discussion Tally Sheet. Have students start 
by listing the names of the students in the discussion group, and filling in the 
discussion skills they will be scoring. Model the scoring system you want students 
to use (plus/minus, checks, or points). Give the fishbowl group a topic to discuss 
while the class evaluates and scores the four students individually. 

After several minutes, stop the discussion. Debrief the discussion with students by 
having them compare their scores for the students in the fishbowl. Have students 
post their score sheets on the wall, or create a matrix on a transparency and have 
them enter their tallies. Have students look for—and briefly discuss, if relevant—
similarities and discrepancies among their scores.

This activity can be used at the beginning of the year to teach students the high-
level discussion skills and behaviors that are necessary in a Response Group activ-
ity. It can also be used throughout the year to reinforce discussion skills or to 
introduce new ones.

Consider using a fishbowl  
scored discussion to  
model and teach the skills 
students need for a  
high-quality discussion.

“Some Response Group 
activities create emotional 
class discussion. One skill  
I really work on is not 
allowing intellectual  
disagreements to become 
personal or divisive. Then 
we can still have heated 
controversy without  
undermining the feelings  
of cooperation and trust.”

— Middle School Teacher
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Hone Your Use of Problem Solving 
Groupwork 

As explained in Part 1 (page 76), Problem Solving 
Groupwork is a strategy that involves students working 

in heterogeneous groups to complete challenging projects. Teachers partic-
ularly appreciate the fact that these activities contain a key ingredient for 
successful groupwork: The project requires the use of multiple abilities, so 
that every student in a group must contribute. This section gives you ways 
to hone the Problem Solving Groupwork strategy to make it even more 
effective, as well as more efficient. Specifically, you will learn how to

•	 make more efficient use of class time and increase content understanding.
•	 use groupwork checklists.
•	 assess groupwork efficiently.
•	 bring closure to groupwork activities.

Make More Efficient Use of Class Time and Increase  
Content Understanding 
Teachers routinely list time as the primary obstacle to groupwork in the 
social studies classroom. Problem Solving Groupwork activities are well 
worth the time it takes to conduct them, but it is essential to maximize the 
efficient use of class time, resources, and student energies. Following are 
ways to maximize efficiency and to increase students’ understanding of 
content during all stages of Problem Solving Groupwork activities. 

1. 	Prepare materials for the activity.
Ways to make more efficient use of class time
•	 Create packets of handouts for each group before starting the activity. You 

save time by giving one packet to each group at the beginning, instead of 
handing out lots of different materials as the activity proceeds.

•	 Copy any nonconsumable handouts onto colored paper and/or put them into 
sheet protectors. Tell students not to write on these handouts as you need use 
them for other classes, and collect them at the end of the activity for reuse.

•	 Create hanging files for each class where groups can store any project hand-
outs or materials overnight.

•	 Collect (and have students contribute to) a box of simple costumes and props 
that students can use for performance-based groupwork activities.

•	 Use long sheets of butcher paper to create simple costumes. For example, 
you can take a long strip (say, 6 feet long) and cut a hole in the middle for 
the actor’s head. Drape the remaining paper over the front and back of the 
actor, sandwich-board style. Then, draw the costume onto the butcher paper.

Ways to increase content understanding
•	 Have a focus question for the activity that is prominent in activity materials 

and on student handouts, such as Can people be trusted to govern themselves? 
or How were groups on the home front affected by World War II? Review 
the activity materials to make sure that the focus question is incorporated 
throughout. If not, modify the handouts accordingly. 

A D V A N C E D

TIPS

Problem Solving 
Groupwork challenges  
students to complete  
engaging multiple-ability 
projects. These students 
are using a variety of 
resources as they begin to 
plan their group project.
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2.	Groups learn the necessary background information to help them  
complete the project.
Ways to make more efficient use of class time
•	 Have students read any necessary background information for homework.
•	 If students are reading background information in class, pre-assign the num-

bers 1 through 4 to each person in the group. The number indicates the order 
in which students will take turns reading the information to the group.

•	 Have any additional background materials, such as primary resources, 
library books, or Web sites, available to groups from the beginning of the 
project, in your room if possible.

Ways to increase content understanding
•	 After students read background information, have them record initial 

responses to the focus question, based on what they have learned so far.

3.	 Groups plan and create their project.

Ways to make more efficient use of class time
•	 Set incremental deadlines for each step of the project.
•	 Check group progress at each incremental deadline, and tell groups  

they cannot continue until you have checked off their work.
•	 Whenever possible, have students work on parts of the project for homework.

Ways to increase content understanding
•	 At the end of each class period, have groups share with the whole class any 

answers to the focus question that they have identified. Groups should listen 
for similarities to their own answers.

•	 Have all project materials (art and craft supplies, props, and costume materi-
als) available to the groups during this stage to engage all learners, maximize 
interaction, and keep everyone working.

4.	Groups present their project while other groups watch and listen.

Ways to make more efficient use of class time
•	 Enforce a strict time limit.
•	 Employ techniques that reduce overall presentation time. For example, have 

two or three groups present to each other, instead of having each group pres-
ent to the whole class. For projects that are suited to display rather than per-
formance (posters, newspapers, magazines), have audience groups do a “gal-
lery walk” or a “docent-led” visit to stations, instead of having each group 
present their project to the class.

Ways to increase content understanding
•	 Have groups present to an authentic audience, such as students from a lower 

grade level or a group of parents. A more authentic audience raises the stakes 
for creating a product or performance that makes sense to both the audience 
and the performers.

•	 Instead of the having the presenting group reveal the topic of their presenta-
tion, have the audience guess the topic. Make sure the audience gives evi-
dence from the presentation to support their guess. You might provide a list 
of the topics being presented to help narrow the possibilities.

“As the students presented 
their work, I was struck  
by how well all group 
members contributed to the 
completion of the project.” 

— Middle School Teacher
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•	Have students in the audience respond to the 
focus question after each performance or presen-
tation. This can be done in writing, by drawing 
a visual image in their notebooks, or in a small 
group discussion.

5.	 Facilitate a whole-class review and synthesis  
of the lesson.

Ways to make more efficient use of class time
•	 Assign the Processing assignment as homework.
•	 Have groups contribute to a class quiz. Each 

group writes one or two questions that focus 
on key content from their project. Combine all 
groups’ questions into a class quiz.

Ways to increase content understanding
Conduct a couple of quick review or synthesis 
activities, one in class and another for homework. 
Tie these to the focus question and incorporate different intelligences. Here 
are some examples:
•	 Round robin  Each group takes a turn giving one answer to the focus ques-

tion. Groups continue taking turns until they have exhausted their answers.
•	 Human bar graph  The class brainstorms six or more key answers to the 

focus question, and you post those answers across the front of the class. 
Students stand in front of the answer they personally most agree with. You 
then facilitate an analysis of the bar graphs and a class discussion.

•	 Spectrum  Create a spectrum related to the focus question—for example, 
a spectrum on which to place historical figures according to whether they 
believe Progressive Reforms went too far or Progressive Reforms did not go far 
enough. As one student stands on the spectrum, representing a particular  
figure, the class debates where the figure should be placed and why. Students 
keep a record of the spectrum in their notebooks.

•	 Political cartoon  Students draw a cartoon to represent one or more answers 
to the focus question.

•	 Learning log  Students write simple learning logs in which they explain 
what they learned about the topic by doing the assigned project.

6.	Evaluate the group projects.

Ways to make more efficient use of class time
•	 Create a detailed rubric for evaluating projects.
•	 Make a checklist that is a streamlined version of the rubric, so you have an 

easy way to take notes during performances. 
•	 Have each student complete Groupwork Brag Sheets (see page 121) to get 

information about the contributions of each group member.
Ways to increase content understanding
•	 Have students evaluate their own projects.
•	 Have students evaluate projects by nominating or voting for superlatives: 

Best Actor, Best Use of Props, Most Creative Presentation.

While students work 
together on their project, 
the teacher circulates to 
monitor group progress, 
noting her observations on 
a checklist.
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Use Groupwork Checklists
During Problem Solving Groupwork activities, checklists can be beneficial for you 
and the students alike. You can start with standard checklists and modify them to 
keep track of more specific aspects of each step for a particular project. Using such 
a checklist helps students organize and manage their tasks and keep track of their 
progress, while also helping you to gauge and assess group progress. 

Student Checklist  Here, for example, is a student checklist for a groupwork 
project involving minidramas of life in the West. This is a teacher-modified ver-
sion of the groupwork checklist that is provided with the published activity. As 
you see, the teacher has broken down and summarized the project tasks into seven 
steps. Notice that the checklist allows the teacher to set incremental deadlines to 
ensure that groups stay on task and accountable as they complete their work.

These students rehearse 
their minidrama on the  
forty-niners. When you 
break down the groupwork 
process into steps,  
a complex task seems 
more manageable to 
students. The first step 
ensures that all group 
members understand their 
roles.

Student Checklist for “Minidramas for Life in the West”

Name: Sherrie
Period: 4
Minidrama Group: The Forty-Niners, Group 2

My Role: Screenwriter

Step 1

Have groups turn to Section 16.8 in the textbook. Make sure each 

group member knows his or her role:

Director Facilitates the group process to make sure the minidrama 

hangs together from start to finish. Leads the group’s discussion. Helps 

coordinate all the parts of the performance and encourages all group 

members to participate. Acts in minidrama.

Screenwriter Writes a brief script that the actors can use to remember 

main ideas in their minidrama. Makes sure everyone gets a copy. Listens 

to the suggestions of the group and helps members work through their 

ideas. Continually reminds group members to bear in mind the question 

“Will students be able to clearly understand this aspect of life in the West 

by watching our minidrama?” Acts in minidrama.

Researcher Carefully examines text to find information that can be 

used in the minidrama. Seeks additional library resources if necessary. 

Makes sure the group uses the information on the topic accurately. Reads 

Section 16.8 aloud. Acts in minidrama.

Stage Manager Responsible for getting props, costumes, and sound 

effects for the minidrama. Figures out how to make scene changes 

quickly. Gets ideas and input for special effects from all group mem-

bers. Devises ways to involve the audience when appropriate. Acts in 

minidrama.

Due: Beginning of the period
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The incremental deadlines  
for each step allow both the 
student and the teacher to 
monitor the progress of the 
group.

Step 2
Listen to the researcher read the handout aloud and examine the  illustration. Then, write a paragraph summarizing in your notebook what you learned.
Due: Notebook paragraph due by the middle of the period today Step 3
Brainstorm ideas for a minidrama that will show what happened before, during, and after the scene in the illustration. Assist the screenwriter in writing a brief script. You may use a tape recorder or record player.

Due: End of the period today
Step 4
Identify and gather props and additional resources to make the  minidrama more authentic.
Due: Do for homework tonight
Step 5
Finish writing script and have the teacher approve it for accuracy.Due: End of the period tomorrow
Step 6
Rehearse minidrama with your group. Make sure the actors know their entrances and exits. Use props in the rehearsal.Due: In class on Wednesday
Step 7
Present minidrama with your group.
Due: Thursday

Teacher Checklist  As students work in their groups, you will want to use a par-
allel teacher checklist to monitor their progress and record observational notes 
for later evaluation. The following example (page 216), also for the minidramas 
on life in the West, works in conjunction with the student checklist shown here. 
You can see that the teacher checklist mirrors the student checklist, step for step. 
In the comments section, you can record anything you think will be useful for 
evaluating the group’s work.

Assess Groupwork Efficiently 
You need to assess Problem Solving Groupwork activities according to two crite-
ria: (1) how well students worked within their group, and (2) how well the group 
project met explicit expectations. In addition to your observations of groups at 
work, you can use the Groupwork Brag Sheet (page 121) to gather information 
about how well individuals performed their tasks. An evaluation rubric can help 
you assess the final product or performance. The following sheets are sample 
evaluation tools you might use for the minidrama project on life in the West.
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Teacher Checklist for “Minidramas for Life in the West”

Step	 Due	 Completed	 Comments

1.	 Groups get handouts and 	  
determine roles.

2.	 Groups read and record  
notes in their Interactive  
Student Notebooks.

3.	 Groups brainstorm ideas  
for minidrama and create  
outline for the story.

4.	 Groups identify and gather  
props and additional  
resources from library  
and at home.

5.	 Groups complete script.

6.	 Groups rehearse  
minidrama.

7.	 Groups present  
minidrama.

2 - Mario helping quiz group 	 	
on their roles

4 - Inattentive: I had to 	 	
redirect them

3 - Diem left early for office
4 - Excellent today!! All on 	 	

track
6	 Marilyn and Catherine 	

have not completed NB	
assignment

6 - Outline not complete for 	 	
scene 3

1 - Late in completing this 	 	
step

5 - Check who is stage manager
2 - all members had good prop 	

ideas! 
1 - Better work and now on 	 	

track

3 - Marilyn absent. Only Jackie 	
brought materials. Talk to 	 	
this group at end of class!

5 - Bakari and Fernel already 	 	
memorized parts

8 - Erin forgot her materials. 

Other groups rehearsing well

Beginning of 
the period

Middle of 	
period today

End of 
period	
today

Homework 
tonight
Due Wed at 
start

End of 
period	
tomorrow

In class on 	
Wednesday

Thursday Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

4 4 4 4

4 4 4 4

Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

4 4 4

4 4 4 4

Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

4 4 44

4 4 4 4

Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

4 4 4

4

4

4 4 4

Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

4 4 4 4

4 4 4 4

Groups
q  q  q  q
 1     2     3     4

q  q  q  q
 5     6     7     8 

4 4 4 4

4 4 4 4
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Minidrama Evaluation

Name ___________________________________ 

Role ____________________________________

	  Points 	 Student 	   Teacher		
	 Possible 	 Evaluation	 Evaluation

1.	 Quality of Minidrama 				    __________ 	 __________ 	 __________
•	 Minidrama focused on the most important  

aspects of life for this group of people.
•	 Additional resources were used to  

accurately present life for this group.
•	 Minidrama was interesting and engaging  

for audience.

2.	Use of Nonverbal Elements 				    __________ 	 __________ 	 __________
•	 A variety of nonverbal elements, such as  

props, costumes, sounds were used.
•	 Nonverbal elements created better  

understanding for audience.

3.	 Effectiveness of Group Interaction 			   __________ 	 __________ 	 __________
•	 Group members worked consistently and  

purposefully.
•	 Group used cooperative skills to complete  

the minidrama.

4.	Individual Contribution 				    __________ 	 __________ 	 __________
•	 Shared equally in the planning, research,  

and performance.
•	 Effectively completed the responsibilities  

of your role.
•	 Gave a strong performance in the minidrama.

5.	 Total Points 						     __________ 	 __________ 	 __________

Student Comments:

Teacher Comments:

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute
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Rubric for “Minidramas for Life in the West”

A – Exceptional
•	 Minidrama portrays one or more important experiences of the group being represented with  

no historical inaccuracies. Minidrama also includes appropriate humor or human emotion.
•	 Group does additional outside research and incorporates that information into their minidrama.
•	 Actors speak clearly and loudly for entire performance.
•	 Minidrama incorporates a variety of creative and appropriate costumes, props, and special effects.
•	 Group works cooperatively throughout entire project with no teacher interventions.

B – Above Average
•	 Minidrama portrays one or more important experiences of the group being represented, but has  

a few minor historical inaccuracies. Minidrama also includes appropriate humor or human emotion.
•	 Actors speak clearly and loudly for entire performance.
•	 Minidrama incorporates creative and appropriate costumes and props.
•	 Group works cooperatively throughout entire project with no teacher interventions.

C – Average
•	 Minidrama portrays one important experience of the group being represented, but has 

a few minor historical inaccuracies.
•	 Actors speak clearly and loudly for most of the performance, but it is occasionally hard 

to hear or understand actors.
•	 Minidrama incorporates appropriate costumes or props.
•	 Group works cooperatively most of the time with few interventions by teacher.

D – Below Average
•	 Experience that minidrama portrays is not central to the group being represented, 

and/or minidrama has significant historical inaccuracies.
•	 Hard to hear or understand actors for much of the performance.
•	 No appropriate props or costumes are incorporated in minidrama.
•	 Group has trouble working cooperatively; teacher intervenes several times.

F – Unacceptable
• Does not meet minimum requirements.
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Bring Closure to Groupwork Activities
Once groups have completed their projects, it is important to bring closure to the 
experience by asking them to reflect on their work together. Both oral and writ-
ten reflections are equally effective. Give students one or more of the following 
prompts to guide their reflections:

One contribution that I made to the success of this group was…

One way I might improve as a group member next time would be to…

Our greatest strength as a group is…

One thing our group could improve upon is…

Advice we would give to a group doing this activity next year is…

The most significant thing I learned from this activity was…

A good metaphor for how our group worked together would be to say  
that our group was like…

This group should/should not work together again because…

“I get a kick out of  
watching groups present 
their products to the class. 
The pride some of them 
take in what they have  
produced is remarkable. 
Some students beam  
during their presentations.” 

— Middle School Teacher
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How to Develop Curriculum 
Using the TCI Approach

Introduction

Curricular planning—deciding what to teach in a course, designing cohesive 
units, and crafting individual lessons that engage students—is an essential 
element of effective instruction. In fact, it is a cornerstone of effectively imple-
menting the TCI Approach in your classroom. In this section, we provide a 
host of tools to assist you in planning effective courses, designing cohesive 
units, and creating lessons based on the TCI Approach. The planning practices 
suggested in this section are rigorous and challenging, but when applied, they 
yield courses, units, and lessons that engage students in memorable learning—
and enable students to achieve great results.

This section is designed both for teachers who use TCI’s published materials 
and those who do not. While those who are using TCI’s own programs are 
freed from developing curriculum from scratch, they still need to plan how to 
use the materials to support their particular course standards, how to shape 
cohesive units, and how to modify or augment lessons to address their stu-
dents’ unique needs. And for those who are developing their own curricular 
materials, this section provides a wealth of ideas and models for crafting  
courses, units, and lessons that reflect the best practices of the TCI Approach.

Using the TCI Approach for 
course, unit, and lesson 
planning ensures that 
essential content is taught 
in a meaningful and  
engaging way.
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Planning Effective Courses

Course planning encompasses an array of tasks: honing your expertise on the 
subject matter, searching for resources that will captivate students, organizing  
the content into elegant units. For many, state or local standards now dictate 
objectives and expectations for what is to be taught in each course, thus  
narrowing the teacher discretion in course planning. Still, you must plan  
courses to ensure that essential content is taught in meaningful, engaging, and 
time-sensitive ways. 

Teachers who plan courses most effectively
•	 know the standards, essential content, skills, and objectives that must be 

taught.
•	 gather a wealth of rich resources—visual images, music, readings, activity 

ideas—to make the content more accessible for students.
•	 collaborate with their fellow teachers to generate or review new ideas about  

the course.
•	 plan a realistic master course calendar, making the difficult content choices  

to ensure that the units they choose are taught thoroughly.
•	 create a final semester or course assessment that both prepares students for  

any mandatory standardized testing and also allows students to show what 
they know about major themes and key standards.

Making a realistic course calendar is a step that is too often done without careful 
consideration. In planning any course, a teacher’s first instinct—often in reaction 
to the daunting lists of standards—may be to think that “coverage” is the goal. 
However, mere “coverage” of content in a traditional fashion does not necessarily 
lead to meaningful learning and long-term retention. Realistic course planning 
involves finding a way to meld the coverage of standards with quality instruction. 
In this section we walk you through the steps of planning your course calendar 
and packing the maximum student learning into the all-too-short school year. 

How to Develop a Realistic Course Calendar 
Here is a six-step process for developing and maintaining a course calendar that 
will ensure you have adequate time to thoroughly teach the essential content for 
each unit. As an example, we show how one teacher set up a calendar for a 20th-
century U.S. history course.

Step 1. Determine the essential course content.  Review the standards and con-
tent guidelines for the course. Identify the instructional units or content “chunks” 
that are essential for students to learn. In most cases, you will have to make diffi-
cult choices about what you can and cannot reasonably teach. Remember that the 
intent is to determine what you must and realistically can teach students well, as 
opposed to how much territory you can “cover.”

The TCI Approach: 
A Summary Guide

While planning your  
curriculum, keep in mind 
these key features of the 
TCI Approach:
•	 Theory-Based Active 

Instruction

•	 Standards-Based 
Content

•	 Preview Assignment

•	 Multiple Intelligence 
Teaching Strategies

•	 Considerate Text

•	 Graphically Organized 
Reading Notes

•	 Processing Assignment

•	 Assessments to Inform 
Instruction
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For the sample course calendar shown (pages 223-
224), the teacher has selected eight instructional 
units:

The Review Unit: 1700–1900
The Progressive Era
The United States Emerges as a World Power
The Roaring Twenties and the Great Depression
The United States in World War II
The Cold War
The Civil Rights Movement
Contemporary American Society

Step 2. Start with a school planning calendar 
and mark all noninstructional days.  These will 
include school holidays, testing days, and staff 
development days, as well as any school celebra-
tions, such as homecoming, that are likely to  
interrupt your instruction. Also consider the time  
it will take you, early in the year, to establish a 
cooperative, tolerant classroom environment.  
Note that on the sample calendar, the teacher has 
dedicated the first week of school to this and to a 
geography review. 

Step 3. Count the available instructional days for the year.  Once you have 
noted all the days you will be unable to teach content, count the number of actual 
instructional days you have left. 

Step 4. Allocate instructional days for each unit.  Review your list of essential 
units and allocate the available instructional days among them. You will likely face 
difficult choices at this step, too. For our sample, the teacher allotted 164 days of 
actual instruction as follows:

First Semester
The Review Unit: 1700–1900	 15 days
The Progressive Era	 20 days
The United States Emerges as a World Power	 21 days
The Roaring Twenties and the Great Depression	 25 days

Second Semester
The United States in World War II	 19 days
The Cold War	 24 days
The Civil Rights Movement	 18 days
Contemporary American Society	 22 days

Rather than trying to teach a comprehensive review unit at the beginning of the 
course, this teacher budgeted the instructional time to emphasize those units  
covering the 20th century.

Effective course planning is  
a rigorous task. However, 
when teachers design units 
that cohere, made rich with 
engaging lessons, then 
memorable learning occurs 
and students achieve great 
results.



Step 5. Note the start date for each unit on the course calendar.  At this step, 
you will see when units will be interrupted by long breaks, such as winter vaca-
tion, or where the semester break falls, and can adjust your plans accordingly.

Step 6. Monitor your calendar as you teach the course.  As you teach the first 
unit, keep in mind the planned start date of the second unit. To the best of your 
ability, pace your instruction so that you can start the second unit on time. 
Inevitably, there will be times when you need to slow the pace of instruction more 
than you intended, thus compromising the start dates of subsequent units. Just be 
conscious, when making such choices, of the impact on later units. 
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Designing Cohesive Units 

With a course plan in place, you are ready to turn your attention to the indi-
vidual units that make up your course. Perhaps the biggest challenge you face in 
developing a good unit is finding a way to help students synthesize and evaluate 
the content you are presenting. This is a challenge that many teachers overlook 
in the interests of “covering” the topic. For example, to develop a history unit, 
teachers often choose an era to focus on:  the Civil War, the Renaissance, the rise 
of Communist China. With their focus on trying to cover the topic, they often 
develop a series of lessons to convey essential information and important events 
as determined by the standards. 

Seen in this way, a unit is like a container into 
which the teacher pours facts, events, and charac-
ters, with no particular impetus to help students 
explore how those pieces are related. While the 
teacher may have a solid understanding of a his-
torical period and how the ideas or events are con-
nected, students often do not. They may be able to 
regurgitate information—that is, to name, list, or 
describe various pieces in the container—but many 
have difficulty integrating all parts of the unit. As 
a result, students may leave the unit having gained 
impressions of the historical period, but lacking the 
understanding to grasp high-level concepts and to 
synthesize information.

The remedy to this “container” approach to instruc-
tion is to design each unit around what we call 
an essential question: a provocative question that 
prompts students to investigate, throughout the 
unit, the critical aspects of the topic. Many times 
these questions will be shaped and determined by 
the standards specific to a content area. After you 
introduce the essential question at the beginning of 
the unit, students reflect on it repeatedly as they gather evidence, explore various 
perspectives, and build their knowledge with purpose and focus. They are then 
able to synthesize and evaluate what they have learned to create a meaningful and 
convincing response to the question. 

The process described in this section will help you identify good essential ques-
tions and craft an effective unit in any content area. The process as outlined 
assumes that you know all the standards, essential content, skills, and objectives 
that you must teach. It also assumes that, when possible, you will collaborate 
with fellow teachers to generate or review ideas about the unit you are developing. 
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“Education is not the filling 
of a pail, but the lighting of 
a fire.” 

— William Butler Yeats
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Step 1. Develop an essential question for the unit.  Determining a relevant 
and engaging question to pose to students at the beginning of a unit sounds 
deceptively simple. Even though it is just a single question, it is what defines the 
focus of your entire unit. Prior to crafting an essential question, it is imperative 
that you have already determined your unit topic, narrowed its scope and emphasis 
to reflect key standards and learning outcomes, and gathered resources you might 
include. The essential question, then, will help you determine which lessons and 
content should be included in the unit, and will also determine the focus of your 
assessment.

If a lesson or topic does not help students answer the essential question, it should 
not be included. Just as in the movies, if a scene does not move the plot forward, it 
ends up on the editing-room floor. Thus, the question helps you focus your efforts, 
make tough choices, and ensure that you—and ultimately your students—have a 
clear sense of how all the parts of the unit come together. 

Criteria for a Good Essential Question  Not all essential questions are equally 
effective. Here are some criteria to consider when determining the essential  
question for a unit:

Does it move students to a deeper understanding of the standards addressed 
in the unit?  An essential question must be crafted so that it provides students 
an opportunity to reach a deeper understanding of key standards. If the focus of 
the question is too narrow, it may not push students to fully synthesize what they 
have learned. For example, for a unit on civil rights, the question, What roles did 
Malcolm X and Martin Luther King play during the civil rights movement? 
certainly focuses on two key figures who are likely mentioned in your standards. 
However, it is too narrow to bring into play all the essential concepts and content 
you will cover in the unit, and students may respond by citing facts rather than 
synthesizing the information. A better question might be, Was the civil rights 
movement successful? This gives students the chance not only to tell what happened 
to whom and how, but also to evaluate the impact of those events. 

Students prepare their  
“actor” for a press  
conference where  
historical figures will 
debate the essential  
question, Can people 
be trusted to govern  
themselves?

“I introduce the essential 
question at the beginning  
of the unit and try to  
reinforce it often. I write 
it on a big piece of paper 
above the door. I have  
students put it on the title 
page of their Interactive 
Student Notebooks.  
And I constantly refer to  
it when we debrief an  
activity.” 

— High School Teacher



Is it provocative?  The very wording of the 
essential question should provoke students 
to reflect and want to start responding. A 
cautious question will not entice students 
to argue, whereas a bold question sustains 
discussion over several weeks. For exam-
ple, for a unit on the rise of democracy in 
Europe, you might consider the question, 
What are the advantages and disadvan-
tages of democratic government? A more 
engaging question to elicit the same ideas 
might be, Can people be trusted to govern 
themselves?

Is the question stated simply and clearly?  The simpler the question, the better. 
For a unit on World War I, you might be tempted to pose a lengthy question that 
obviously covers several key points: Considering the motivations and circumstanc-
es that led up to the war, the carnage that ensued, and the Versailles Peace Treaty, 
was World War I fought for good reason? A simpler question with the same thrust 
might be, Was World War I a just war?

Is it arguable from different points of view?  If an essential question is to be 
truly effective, students must be able to answer it in more than one way. If they 
cannot argue different sides of the question, or if the evidence presented leans too 
heavily to one side, there is little point in posing the question. No one wants to 
participate in a debate that is fixed; if it is, students will lose interest and fall back 
on regurgitating information. For example, consider the question, Why was 
American imperialism at the turn of the century wrong? A better question that 
lends itself to argument would be, When is it appropriate for the United States to 
intervene in the affairs of other nations? Pose an arguable question, and let the stu-
dents make up their own minds. The objective is for students to learn the skills of 
using evidence, forming sound arguments, and generating their own knowledge.

Does the question prompt students to synthesize and evaluate information? 
The question should encourage students to see the big picture, weigh evidence, 
and form an argument. For example, a question like Were the 1920s really “roar-
ing” and the 1930s really “depressing”? encourages students to synthesize and 
evaluate information from the unit and generate their own conclusions.

Is it easily broken down into teachable sections?  Craft the essential question so 
that it can be broken down into smaller, more manageable parts. These parts, or 
sections, should allow students to reflect on the question, explore it from differ-
ent angles, and gather evidence for their answer. For example, the question, Was 
World War I a just war? could be divided into sections on Just Causes, Just Means 
of Warfare, and A Just Peace.

The table on the following page lists some examples of essential questions for both 
U.S. and world history.
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Provocatively phrased 
essential questions will 
engage students and elicit 
varied responses. 



228    Bring Learning Alive!

United States History

Review of the Early United States: “The period 
between 1760 and 1865 was created by the elite,  
for the elite.” Do you agree or disagree?

The Constitution: Can people be trusted to govern 
themselves?

Manifest Destiny: Was manifest destiny just?

The Civil War: Should the North and the South 
reconcile their rocky marriage or get a divorce? Or, 
Did the Civil War create a more perfect union?

The Industrial Revolution and the Progressives:  
Do you agree or disagree with Calvin Coolidge’s  
quote, “What’s good for business is good for 
America”? Or, Is progress good?

Immigration: Is immigration a benefit or a detriment 
to the United States?

The 1920s and the Great Depression: Were the 1920s 
really “roaring” and the 1930s really “depressing”?  
Or, “The 1920s were to the 1930s like a wild party is 
to the day after the party.” Do you agree or disagree?

World War II: Was World War II really a “good war” 
for the United States?

The Cold War: Should the United States be praised or 
condemned for its efforts in the Cold War?

The Civil Rights Movement: Was the civil rights 
movement a “smashing” success? Or, Should 
Americans use nonviolence or “any means necessary” 
to rectify social injustice?

Women’s Rights: “Since the 1800s, women have not 
made significant progress in obtaining equality with 
men.” Do you agree or disagree?

World History

Early Humans: What makes us human?

Ancient Mesopotamia: What does it mean to be 
civilized?

Ancient Egypt: “Contrary to popular belief, Egypt 
was actually not among the most important ancient 
civilizations.” Do you agree or disagree?

The Roots of Western Civilization: Hebrews, Greeks,  
and Romans: What is the best set of rules for people 
to live by? 

The Fall of the Roman Empire: Is the United States 
now in the position that the Roman Empire was in  
during its final years?

Imperial China and Feudal Japan: Was imperial 
China really more advanced than feudal Japan and 
Europe?

Empires and Kingdoms of Sub-Saharan Africa: 
Did contact with non-African civilizations (Europe 
and the Middle East) help or hurt the kingdoms and 
empires of sub-Saharan Africa?

Civilizations of the Americas: “The Spanish conquest 
marked the beginning of a dark age in the history of 
the Americas.” Do you agree or disagree?

The Rise of Democracy in Western Europe: Can 
people be trusted to govern themselves?

The Rise and Fall of the Soviet Union: Did commu-
nism improve life?

Modern Africa: What unifies modern Africans?

The Modern Middle East: What is the best way to 
achieve peace in the Middle East?

Modern China and Japan: Did life in the modern era 
improve in China and Japan?



Step 2. Design a unit “opener” activity.  Once you have determined 
your essential question for the unit, design a kick-off activity for the 
first lesson that introduces the essential question, piques student inter-
est, and challenges students to draw initial conclusions. For example, 
you might use quotes, provocative propositions, or musical or visual 
prompts. Following are examples for each of these ways of introducing 
a unit and its essential question.

Quotes  Introduce the essential question with a famous quote. Have 
students discuss whether they agree or disagree with the quote. Make it 
clear that they are free to change their minds as the unit unfolds.

Example
For a unit on the U. S. Constitution, you might want to introduce the 
essential question, Can people be trusted to govern themselves? You 
could have students write down and respond to the following quote 
from Alexander Hamilton:

The people are turbulent and changing, they seldom judge or deter-
mine right. Given therefore to the first (upper) class a…permanent 
share in the government…they will ever maintain good government. 

Provocative Propositions  Present the essential question in the form of a 
provocative proposition and have students take an initial stand on it. They can 
revise their position as they gather more information throughout the unit.

Example
To introduce a unit on World War II, write the following proposition on the 
board: For the United States, World War II was a “good war.” Inform students 
that they will evaluate the accuracy of this statement. To help students set crite-
ria for evaluating the statement, have them copy the matrix below in their note-
books, including the three column headings and the three factors to consider. Then 
have them discuss each remaining section of the matrix with a partner and write 
down appropriate ideas and responses (like the examples shown in the first row). 
Afterward, hold a brief discussion of students’ responses. Encourage students to 
add ideas to their matrices during the discussion.
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In an opener for a unit on 
the Rise and Fall of the 
Soviet Union, the teacher 
uses several images that 
provide evidence on 
more than one side of the 
essential question, Did 
life improve in the Soviet 
Era? Students record ini-
tial responses and ques-
tions they would like to 
investigate to draw a more 
informed conclusion.

 
Factors to Consider

Reasons for entering war	

Conduct of military

Conduct on the home front  
(treatment of foreign-born  
citizens, issues of free speech,  
contributions of civilians)

Examples Supporting  
Statement

defending homeland against 	
invasion

Examples Not Supporting 
Statement

trying to expand territory 	
for selfish gain
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Musical Prompts  Begin the unit by playing an appropriate music selection or 
two to help introduce the essential question. Encourage students to give an initial 
response to the question after listening to the music.

Example
To introduce the essential question for a unit on the Roaring Twenties and the 
Great Depression, have students listen to music associated with those two eras. 
You might play “The Charleston” for the 1920s and “Brother Can You Spare a 
Dime?” for the 1930s. As they listen to each selection, have students record their 
impressions of the decade in their notebooks. Have them identify the mood of the 
piece and make some guesses as to the general mood of the nation at the time. For 
each selection, have students share some of their impressions. Then explain that 
people typically view the 1920s as a decade filled with energy, excitement, and fun, 
and that they see the 1930s as depressing. Point out that in this unit, students will 
test the accuracy of these impressions and answer this question: To what extent 
were the 1920s truly “roaring” and the 1930s truly “depressing”?

Visual Prompts  Open the unit by showing selected images to help introduce the 
essential question. Encourage students to give an initial response to the question 
after viewing the images.

Example
For a unit on the Cold War, provide a brief overview. Explain that in the upcom-
ing unit, the class will study the important concepts, events, and people that fueled 
the Cold War, and will evaluate actions taken by the United States to answer this 
unit question: Should the United States be praised or condemned for its actions dur-
ing the Cold War?

Then place students in mixed-ability pairs for viewing images, and have them  
create a T-chart like this:

	   United States Praised		  United States Condemned

Project four strong visual images related to the Cold War. Focusing on visual 
details in each image, students formulate hypothetical arguments that support 
either praise or condemnation of the United States for the depicted event. For each 
image, encourage students to try to develop at least one argument on both sides of 
the T-chart. After students have recorded arguments for all four images, project 
one of the images again. Hold a class discussion with students using the hypotheti-
cal arguments in their T-charts to fuel the debate. Play the role of devil’s advocate if 
most students argue only one side of the T-chart.

South Vietnamese Refugees

Berlin Airlift

Soviet Missile Sites in Cuba

Soldiers in the Korean War



Step 3. Determine the sections of the unit.  Use the essential question as a 
guide when you determine the main sections of the unit. These sections, each 
containing a series of lessons, should provide a clear organization for students as 
they gather and weigh evidence from a variety of perspectives, all related to the 
essential question.

For example, consider how you might divide that unit on the Cold War with the 
essential question, Should the United States be praised or condemned for its 
efforts in the Cold War? You look for teachable chunks, usually chronological or 
thematic, that will help students answer the question. One possible set of three 
sections (which will be explored further in the following pages) would be the early 
Cold War, a case study of the Vietnam War, and the later Cold War years. You 
could ask students to respond to the essential question after each section as their 
perspective becomes broader.

You might also offer specific section questions—slight variations on the essential 
question—to help students focus on gathering evidence. For example, for the 
first section you might ask, Should the United States be praised for its efforts in 
the early years of the Cold War? For the subsequent sections: Should the United 
States be praised for its efforts in Vietnam? For its efforts in the later years of the 
Cold War? In this way, students’ work in the sections gives them benchmarks for 
reflecting on the essential question and building blocks for their final response to 
it. Students can draw on their section evaluations as they make their final evalua-
tion at the end of the unit.

Step 4. Identify lesson content that covers key standards and provides 
evidence on the essential question from different points of view.  Having 
identified your main sections for the unit, you must now determine what lessons 
to teach in each section. From your course calendar, you know how much time 
you have allotted for the unit. You probably won’t have time to cover everything 
you would like. At this point, you will need to review which topics the standards 
expect you to address. While considering the standards, you should view them 
through the lens of your essential question for the unit: What lessons will both 
address key standards and enable students to explore the essential question from 
different points of view? 

To better understand how you might make decisions about which lessons to 
include—or not to include—in a unit, let’s take a look at one California teacher’s 
calendar and curricular plan for a unit on the Cold War. (See her calendar in the 
Sample Unit Plan, pages 242–243.) As this teacher’s calendar shows, she has 
allotted 24 instructional days to the Cold War unit. Following is her reasoning 
for planning the lessons you see in that calendar. Keep in mind that lesson content 
for this unit will vary from place to place, depending on what the state and local 
standards define as essential knowledge and skills.

California standards require that students be able to trace the origins and geopoliti-
cal consequences (foreign and domestic) of the Cold War and containment policy, 
including the McCarthy era and blacklisting; the Truman Doctrine; the Berlin 
Blockade; the Korean War; the Bay of Pigs Invasion and the Cuban Missile 
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“When I sit down to plan a 
unit, I first want to decide 
on the essential question. 
That then drives the con-
tent of the unit because it is 
now most important to look 
for evidence to help answer 
that central question. The 
goal is no longer to merely 
“cover” content but rather 
to guide students through a 
process of inquiry.” 

— High School Teacher
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Crisis; atomic testing, the “mutual assured destruction” doctrine, and disarma-
ment policies; the Vietnam War; and Latin American policy. The teacher’s chal-
lenge is to turn this essential content into coherent and memorable classroom 
instruction within her 24-day unit plan.

In previous years, this teacher had not covered either Korea or Latin America in 
her Cold War unit, electing instead to do an in-depth study of the Vietnam War, 
which she believed was a powerful way to highlight increasingly complex views 
about U.S. efforts in the Cold War. However, with an eye to the standards, she 
finds it necessary to shorten the Vietnam portion somewhat in order to introduce 
content on Korea and Latin America. 

A lesson on Korea naturally falls into the section on the early Cold War. However, 
where to place Latin America in the unit is not so easily decided. On the one hand, 
it could work well in the early Cold War section, because movements toward com-
munism in Latin American were in part a reaction to American imperialism, with 
roots in the 19th century. On the other hand, it could be folded into the late Cold 
War section, because Soviet/Cuban influence was more apparent in Latin America 
in the later stages of the Cold War. This year, the teacher decides to include a les-
son on U.S. involvement in Latin America during the late Cold War years. This is 
a decision she may revisit next year. 

Aware that she wants to provide evidence for both sides of the essential question, 
she starts the unit with “Cold War Terms.” This lesson sets up the perspectives of 
the bipolar world, the different value systems of the two sides, and the develop-
ment of the Cold War as viewed by the two superpowers. She then takes a look at 
the Korean conflict, along with the anticommunist hysteria of the McCarthy era, 
to help students grasp the sentiments of the time. She plans an entire lesson on the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, a dramatic and representative Cold War conflict in which the  
United States and the Soviet Union pushed themselves to the brink of nuclear war. 

For the section on Vietnam, the teacher plans ways for students to explore various 
perspectives: those of antiwar protesters, the military, politicians in favor of the war, 
and the South Vietnamese. Through “Writing Songs About the Vietnam War” and 
writing oral histories with the help of people who lived through that era, students 
continue to think about the essential question for the unit. A lesson exploring the 
My Lai massacre could be illuminating, but the teacher ultimately deems it too 
one-sided and redundant with her other activities, so does not include it. 

She does decide to show the movie, Dear America: Letters Home from Vietnam, 
because this documentary shows the multiple perspectives of soldiers who fought 
the war: patriotic, caring, tired, frightened, confused, disillusioned. The movie 
makes the perspectives very human and real for students. The teacher also plans 
to bring in guest speakers on the Vietnam War, making sure they will represent 
different points of view.

As she moves toward the later years of the Cold War, she includes a lesson on the 
nuclear arms race, plus a look at the U.S. and Soviet involvement in revolutions in 
Latin America, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s. She will close the unit with an

“I am convinced that 
schools attempt to cover  
far too much material  
and that superficial  
understandings (or  
non-understandings) are 
the inevitable result. It 
makes far more sense to 
spend a significant amount 
of time on key concepts, 
generative ideas, and 
essential questions and to 
allow students to become  
thoroughly familiar with 
these notions and their 
implications.” 

— Howard Gardner
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analysis of events that brought the Cold War to an end, followed by a debate to 
review the unit, and then the unit test. 

Step 5. Plan assignments for the Interactive Student Notebook that will 
support the essential question.  The Interactive Student Notebook assignments 
for each lesson should lead students to continually reevaluate their position on the 
essential question as the unit unfolds. Each time students reflect on the question, 
they will have new information to integrate into their position. While you are 
planning your unit, begin to think about notebook assignments that will help stu-
dents identify and explain changes in their opinions and discover areas in which 
they need to gather more evidence.

For example, for a lesson in the early Cold War section of your unit, you might 
plan to have students organize their reading notes on a series of timelines. On 
these timelines, they will record events in the development of the Cold War— 
such as the Marshall Plan—and will also consider whether the country or coun-
tries involved should be praised or condemned for their actions. For your lesson 
on the Cuban Missile Crisis, the processing assignment in the notebook might be 
a spectrum on which students indicate the extent to which they think the U.S. 
response should be praised or condemned, with a paragraph justifying their ideas. 
And after hearing multiple perspectives on the Vietnam War—soldiers, antiwar 
protesters, U.S. politicians, the South Vietnamese—students might capture the 
different arguments in a T-chart, one side praising the United States, the other 
condemning. In each case, the Interactive Notebook assignment helps students 
further reflect on the essential question for the unit.

Step 6. Create an appropriate assessment for the unit.  As we explain in 
“Assessments to Inform Instruction” (page 118), an effective assessment process in 
social studies involves activities in which students use their various intelligences 
to both demonstrate and further their understanding of key concepts in authentic 
ways. Now you must consider how these multiple intelligence  
assessment techniques will play out in a unit assessment that revolves 
around your essential question.

You have a range of options for assessment; whichever method you 
select, students should have the opportunity to respond to the essen-
tial question for the unit. You might choose a more traditional paper-
and-pencil test in multiple-choice format, perhaps combined with 
a number of less traditional, justified multiple-choice items. But in 
addition, make sure you give students an opportunity to address the 
essential question in a substantive way. Here are two examples of 
how this might work.  

•	 For the Cold War unit, you might offer a series of political car-
toons, asking students to choose one that supports their position. 
They would then incorporate their analysis of this image, along 
with historical evidence, into their position statement on the 
essential question. 

Rich resources from the unit 
can be used as assessment 
tools. Students might be 
required to explain if this 
political cartoon captures 
the spirit of the Cold War, 
using specific historical 
examples to support their 
position.
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•	 You might challenge students to respond to the essential question with the fol-
lowing writing prompt: 

Pretend you are an editorial writer for the New York Times. Write an opinion 
piece that completes this statement: The United States should be praised [or 
condemned] for its efforts in the Cold War because… . Your editorial must 
include the following:
— a clear thesis statement
— discussion of the contrasting ideologies of the superpowers, including four 

of the following: capitalism, socialism, democracy, totalitarianism, equality, 
individualism, freedom, collectivism

— information to support your position that includes five of the following: 
Yalta, the Marshall Plan, the Berlin blockade, NATO, the Korean War, the 
Vietnam War, détente, the revolution in Nicaragua, the Truman Doctrine, 
McCarthyism

— a strong concluding paragraph

Alternatively, you might assign a Culminating Project that allows students to show 
in great depth their response to the essential question. A suitable Culminating 
Project for the Cold War unit, for example, might challenge student pairs to create 
a visual metaphor that represents the role of the United States in the Cold War and 
clearly shows their response to the question, Should the United States be praised or 
condemned for its role in the Cold War? There are many possible metaphors—the 
United States seen as a police officer on a school campus, as a bully on the play-
ground, as a referee in a basketball game, or as a gunfighter in the Wild West. In 

an evaluation rubric, spell out the 
requirements: which comparisons 
students are to make, which  
ideologies and events should be 
represented, how much explana-
tion students should provide. 

Creating an appropriate assess-
ment is a key part of the unit 
planning process for this reason: 
When you know in advance 
precisely how you will be assess-
ing students at the end the unit, 
you can then plan activities and 
Interactive Student Notebook 
assignments throughout the 
unit—writing editorials, creating 
political cartoons—that not only 
foreshadow the final unit assess-
ment, but also directly help 
students prepare for it.

In this Culminating Project, 
students work in pairs to  
create a visual metaphor 
that represents the United 
States in the Cold War and 
demonstrates their position 
on the essential question, 
Should the United States be 
praised or condemned for its 
role in the Cold War?

Bully’s Motto
(American
Capitalism)

Slingshot
(Conventional

Weapon)
          •
          •

$$
VIETNAM

KOREA
HIROSHIMA

YALTA

Bully
(United States)

Injured Student
(Cold War
 Enemies)
•
•

Bully’s Competitor
(Soviet Union)

•
•

Ball
(The World)

Monkey Bars
Escalating Cold
War Tensions
•
•

Friends of
Bully

(NATO allies)
•
•

Bat
(Military
Strength)
•
•

Cold War Playground



Creating Lessons Based on the TCI Approach

Once you have your unit plan in order, it’s time to consider the day-by-day  
lessons through which you will deliver your instruction. If you have TCI  
published programs, you may have all the lessons you need, or you may want to 
add a lesson here and there to address specific state standards. Or, it may that 
your district wants an entire course—such as state history—to be based on the 
TCI Approach, and you need all new lessons. 

This section will support your work in creating 
dynamic lessons. To some extent, it is a reminder 
of information that you have read elsewhere in  
this book. The tasks involved echo much of what 
you have already done in creating a unit plan:  
You must review the standards for the essential 
information that must be taught. You must create 
each of the separate assignments and activities  
that are identified as part of the TCI Approach. 
You need to keep in mind the essential question  
that guides your unit plan. And you need to  
consider how to pace your activities to maximize 
instructional time.

In addition, each lesson must contain these  
elements of the TCI Approach:

Theory- and Research-Based, Active Instruction  Make sure that your lessons 
involve active learning and reflect these five foundational premises: (1) Howard 
Gardner’s multiple intelligences, (2) Elizabeth Cohen’s cooperative interaction, (3) 
Jerome Bruner’s spiral curriculum, (4) Grant Wiggins’ and Jay McTighe’s under-
standing by design, and (5) Robert Marzano’s nonliguistic representation. 

Standards-Based Content  Identify the standards and objectives your lesson 
will address. Determine if these work in conjunction with your essential question 
for the unit. 

Preview Assignment  Write out the directions for a short, engaging assignment 
in the Interactive Student Notebook that previews lesson content, sparks inter-
est, activates students’ prior knowledge, taps a wide range of intelligences, and 
prepares students to tackle new concepts. Many ways to approach this part of the 
lesson are suggested in the section “Preview Assignment” (page 22).

Multiple Intelligence Teaching Strategies  Determine which teaching strategy 
will work best with the content of the lesson. The six multiple intelligence  
strategies employed in the TCI Approach are explained in detail in Part 1 of this 
book (pages 28–85). Following are guidelines to help you determine which of 
the multiple intelligence teaching strategies to use in your lesson, along with the 
important design elements to include with each strategy.
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Pay careful attention to the  
elements of the TCI 
Approach as you create 
assignments. The use of 
multiple intelligence  
teaching strategies helps you 
create a student centered 
learning environment.
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Visual Discovery  
Use the Visual Discovery strategy when …
•	 you want to introduce new content.
•	 you need to cover a relatively large amount of content in a student- 

centered manner.
•	 you want to explain complex events.
•	 you have access to rich, powerful images. 

Make sure your Visual Discovery lesson has these design elements:
•	 from four to six carefully selected images 
•	 a content focus for each image
•	 four or five spiraled questions for each image that help lead students to  

discover key content 
•	 materials (role cards, props) for dynamic act-it-outs for one or two images
•	 techniques for class participation in act-it-outs (optional)

Social Studies Skill Builder
Use the Social Studies Skill Builder strategy when …
•	 a skill can be used as a vehicle to teach relevant content.
•	 multiple examples of engaging materials, such as propaganda posters or  

primary source images, are available on a single topic.
•	 you want to teach about the breadth of information on a single topic.

Make sure your Social Studies Skill Builder lesson has these design elements:
•	 an identified target skill
•	 a sufficient number of stations (usually 12–18) so that all pairs can work at  

the same time. You might duplicate some stations to create the ideal number  
for the size of your class.

•	 materials for each station (political cartoons, geography questions, artifacts 
from Industrial Revolution, or the like)

•	 a student handout on which to record information
•	 a plan to ensure that all students are exposed to all the content if time runs out  
•	 ideas for how to wrap up the activity (human spectrum, blue-ribbon  

committee, or the like)

Experiential Exercise 
Use the Experiential Exercise strategy when …
•	 your teaching objective centers on a topic that can be tapped into through the 

intrapersonal and/or body-kinesthetic intelligences.
•	 you want to re-create the feelings of a key event quickly and simply. 
•	 you need to capture a moment or feeling that is central to a unit so that you can 

refer to it throughout the remainder of the unit.

Make sure your Experiential Exercise lesson has these design elements: 
•	 a key event or concept to be experienced or re-created
•	 simple materials to conduct the Experiential Exercise
•	 ideas or materials that will make the Experiential Exercise more authentic
•	 a technique to help students connect the Experiential Exercise to key social 

studies concepts 

Visual Discovery 
Think “Visual discovery of 
information and concepts.”

Social Studies Skill Builder  
Think “Game-like, repeated 
practice of a skill, based on 
content.”

Experiential Exercise
Think “Live it, feel it,  
understand it.”



Writing for Understanding 
Use the Writing for Understanding strategy when …
•	 you have an idea for a multiple intelligence experience that can serve as a 

writing prompt
•	 you want to enable students to analyze, synthesize, and reach a deeper  

 understanding of a topic they have been studying.
•	 you want to allow students to step into the shoes of some individual or group. 

Make sure your Writing for Understanding lesson has these design elements: 
•	 a rich prewriting activity
•	 directions for the writing assignment
•	 an evaluation rubric
•	 directions for a peer read-around activity (optional; see page 196)

Response Group
Use the Response Group strategy when…
•	 you want to teach controversial topics that elicit animated discussion.
•	 rich materials—political cartoons, music, or primary sources—are available  

for students to analyze, discuss, and debate.
•	 you want students to debate events or issues from a variety of perspectives.
•	 you want students assume a specific role to solve historical or contemporary 

problems.

Make sure your Response Group lesson has these design elements: 
•	 two to four provocative critical thinking questions
•	 background information for each question
•	 an artifact—such as an image, song, or primary source document—to serve  

as a prompt for each question
•	 criteria and tally sheet for a scored discussion (optional; see page 208)

Problem Solving Groupwork
Use the Problem Solving Groupwork strategy when …
•	 you want to teach higher-level analytical skills.
•	 you want students to synthesize and apply new content.
•	 you want students to explore multiple perspectives on an event.
•	 you have a variety of materials on a single topic—primary sources, literature, 

documents from multiple perspectives.
•	 you have an objective that can be addressed through a project involving small 

groups.

Make sure your Problem Solving Groupwork lesson has these design elements: 
•	 a complex task, requiring multiple intelligences—designing a monument,  

poster, or newspaper, staging a press conference or minidrama, and so forth
•	 distinct roles for each group member
•	 a checklist of tasks or steps to follow
•	 specific background materials for each group
•	 an evaluation sheet or rubric
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Response Group
Think “Highly-structured, 
lively, student-centered 
class  
discussions.”

Writing for Understanding 
Think “Rich, creative writ-
ing that furthers learning.”

Problem Solving Groupwork 
Think “Problem solving 
with an instructional prod-
uct—panel, poster, monu-
ment, minidramas.”
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After deciding on an appropriate multiple intelligence activity, you need to do four 
more things to support your lesson:

Considerate Text  Identify or modify readings for the lesson so that you can pro-
vide students with text that is considerate, or “reader-friendly.” Considerate text 
has a clearly organized structure, “chunking” of concepts, a manageable length, 
careful vocabulary development, and clear, helpful, images and graphic organiz-
ers. (Refer to the section “Considerate Text,” page 86, for further information.) 
Primary source reading material will not always contain considerate text, and 
you will need to think about how best to support readers in such instances. At the 
same time, consider whether the reading materials for the lesson provide informa-
tion from different points of view, encouraging students to evaluate and formulate 
their stance on the essential question for the unit.

Graphically Organized Reading Notes  Identify the essential content you want 
students to record in their notebooks for a particular lesson, and establish the 
graphic format that will best help them organize and understand that information 
from the readings and/or classroom activities. Many ideas for effective graphic 
organizers can be found in the section “Graphically Organized Reading Notes” 
(page 96). Be prepared to guide students in setting up these organizers in their 
notebooks, and don’t forget to consider such details as whether a particular for-
mat—perhaps a long timeline—might work better on a side-turned notebook page.

Processing Assignment  Write out the directions for a Processing assignment 
in the Interactive Student Notebook that taps multiple intelligences and involves 
higher-order thinking skills. This task should ask students to synthesize and 
actively apply what they learned in the lesson so that you can assess their under-
standing. Check to see if your assignment supports the essential question for the 
unit. Many engaging ways to approach this part of the lesson are suggested in the 
section “Processing Assignment,” page 102.

Assessments to Inform Instruction  
Create end-of-lesson tests or Culminating 
Projects that honor students’ multiple 
intelligences. Whatever format you 
choose, your lesson assessment should 
continue to support your essential  
question for the unit. Remember, too,  
that in the TCI Approach, assessment 
does not happen just at the end of a  
lesson; you can regularly assess students’  
understanding through their work in 
daily activities. Refer to the section 
“Assessments to Inform Instruction”  
(page 118) for ideas on assessing various 
kinds of groupwork and writing  
assignments, and for tips on managing  
the assessment of student notebooks.

“I have been using these 
strategies for three years, 
and the responses from my 
student have been every-
thing I could have hoped 
for and more. I have seen 
delight, curiosity, surprise, 
and amazement. My stu-
dents have been pushed, 
challenged, frustrated, and 
tested—and they have loved 
every minute of it.”

— High School Teacher



Sample Unit Plan

The following pages contain excerpts from a teacher’s plan for a Cold War unit 
centered around the essential question, Should the United States be praised or 
condemned for its role in the Cold War? Included are possible Interactive Student 
Notebook assignments for several lessons from the unit. This sample serves to 
illustrate the discussion of unit and lesson planning and can be used as a model 
for planning units of your own. The following checklist, used in conjunction with 
the sample pages, will remind you of the important criteria for each part of a unit.

How to Develop Curriculum Using the TCI Approach    239

Essential Question for the Unit
q	 Is clearly connected to key standard(s)  
q	 Is engaging and provocative
q	 Is stated simply and clearly
q	 Is arguable from different points of view
q	 Requires students to synthesize and 

evaluate information
q	 Deals with issues to which students have 

direct access and interest

Unit Opener
q	 Introduces the essential question for 

the unit
q	 Piques students’ interest
q	 Requires students to engage with the 

question and draw initial conclusions

Unit Sections
q	 Provide a clear, logical organization for the 

unit
q	 Allow students to see the content from a 

variety of perspectives
q	 Give students an opportunity to rethink 

the essential question after each section

Assessment Tool
q	 Requires students to use different levels of 

thinking skills
q	 Connects to essential content, concepts, 

and understandings
q	 Asks students to take a stand on the 

essential question
q	 Requires students to synthesize all of the 

learning from the unit

Unit Calendar
q	 Is a realistic length, given the school year 

schedule and the importance of the unit’s 
content

q	 Includes the lesson title, multiple intelligence 
strategy, and summary for each day   

q	 Indicates which standards are addressed
q	 Shows lessons using a variety of multiple 

intelligence strategies and activities 
q	 Shows activities that provide evidence for 

both sides of the essential question

Interactive Student Notebook 
Preview
q	 Makes content more relevant or accessible 

by creating a bridge between what students 
know and what they are about to learn

q	 Can be completed in 5–10 minutes

Graphically Organized Reading Notes
q	 Utilize an appropriate graphic organizer
q	 May connect in some way to the preview 

assignment
 
Processing 
q	 May connect to content from graphically 

organized notes 
q	 Requires students to use higher-order 

thinking skills
q	 Uses multiple intelligences
q	 Connects to the essential question whenever 

possible 
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The Cold War
Essential Question 
Should the United States be praised or condemned for its role  
in the Cold War?

Sections 
•	 The Early Cold War
•	 A Case Study of the Vietnam War
•	 The Later Cold War Years

Assessment
Written assessment, including comprehension and essay questions

Alternative Culminating Project: Metaphor poster

Requirements
1.	 Title that includes the metaphor you chose (The role of the United States in the  

Cold War was like...)
2.	 Metaphorical visuals with historical labels for at least nine of the important events  

covered in this unit.
3.	 One-sentence explanations for each historical item that tell how it is like the  

metaphorical visual you have created to represent it.
4.	 One statement of how the role of the United States in the Cold War was not like 

the metaphor you chose. 

Standards
11.9.3	 Trace the origins and geopolitical consequences (foreign and domestic) of  

the Cold War and containment policy.
11.9.4	 List the effects of foreign policy on domestic policies and vice versa  

(e.g., protests during the war in Vietnam, the “nuclear freeze” movement).
11.9.5	 Analyze the role of the Reagan administration and other factors in the  

victory of the West in the Cold War. 

Sample Unit Plan
The teacher starts by identifying the essential question for the unit, the smaller chunks or  
sections of the unit, and her plan for a final assessment, all in view of the standards that she 
intends to address. Although she opts for an assessment that includes comprehension and 
essay questions, she also formulates a plan for a possible Culminating Project, which she 
might use another time she presents this unit. 
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3. 	Explain that students will see four different pictures that relate to the Cold War. Their task 
is to use visual details from the images to formulate hypothetical arguments as to why the 
United States should be praised or condemned for what appears to be happening. For each 
image, encourage students to develop at least one argument for each side of the T-chart. 
(Note: Alternatively assign each pair one side of the T-chart and require them to defend 
that position with their arguments.) 

4. 	Project transparencies 1.2E, 1.2F, 2.2E, 3.2F. Give pairs a few minutes to analyze each 
image and discuss and write down one or more potential arguments in the T-chart. 

5. 	After students have created hypothetical arguments for each of the four images, review  
the transparencies one at a time. For each, facilitate a short debate/discussion as to whether 
the United States should be praised or condemned for the events depicted. Students should 
use the hypothetical arguments they wrote in their T-charts to fuel the debate from two 
perspectives. Be prepared to play the role of devil’s advocate if all or most students are 
arguing just one side of the T-chart. 

Sample Unit Opener

The teacher plans a unit opener that introduces the unit and hooks students into the essential 
question on the first day of the unit. 

1. 	Give the students a brief overview of the Cold War by reading the following selection.

	 After World War II, the differing interests and ideologies of the United States and the 
Soviet Union led to mutual suspicion, hostility, and eventually indirect conflict that  
lasted for over 40 years. This conflict is called the Cold War.  Although the two  
superpowers never engaged in direct military actions against one another, they competed 
with and confronted each other in a variety of other ways. The Soviet Union and the 
United States created opposing alliance systems in Europe; competed for influence among 
emerging nations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America; engaged in nuclear arms and space 
races, and supported opposing forces—directly or indirectly—in wars from Afghanistan  
to Nicaragua to Vietnam. 

2. 	Next, place students in pairs and have them draw a T-chart with the headings “United 
States Praised” and “United States Condemned.”   

United States Praised United States Condemned

•
•

•
•
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Sample Unit Calendar

This sample unit calendar shows how the teacher arranged her Cold War unit across the allotted  
24 days, using the essential question and the standards to guide her choice of lessons. She outlines  
the focus of the Preview, the activity, and the Processing assignment for each lesson. 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Unit Opener

Respond to  
images from  
the unit, pose 
questions, and 
discuss the  
essential question.

Processing:
Take an initial 
stand on the  
question.

Cold War Terms

Preview: Conflict 
in values

Activity: Basic 
terms such as 
socialism,  
capitalism,  
totalitarianism 
(pp. 345-51)

Processing:
Billboard of 
Soviet/U.S. values

McCarthyism

Preview: Have 
you ever been 
falsely accused?

Activity: 
(Experiential 
Exercise)
Experience the  
suspicion of the 
McCarthy era 

Processing: 
Pictoword of 
McCarthyism

The Cuban 
Missile Crisis

Preview: Would 
the U.S. ever be 
justified in using 
nuclear weapons?

Activity: 
(Response Group)  
Respond to stages 
of Cuban Missile 
Crisis. Record 
responses. 

Processing: 
Persuasive  
paragraph:  
Should U.S.  
response to the 
Cuban Missile 
Crisis be praised 
or condemned?

Counselors  
coming in 

No Class

Introduce 
Vietnam War 
Oral History

Preview: What 
questions would  
you like to ask 
someone who  
lived through the  
Vietnam War era?

Activity: Review 
past examples of  
oral histories. 
Record questions.

Processing: 
Prepare interview 
questions for  
various groups 
affected by the 
war.

Korean Conflict

Preview: Is there such a thing as a 
forgotten war?

Activity: (Skill Builder) Timeline of 
key people and events in Korean  
conflict—make trade cards.
  
Processing: Political cartoon

The Early Cold War

Preview: From friend to enemy

Activity: (Visual Discovery) Overview 
of the early Cold War. 

Processing: Illustrated timeline of 
early Cold War events. For each event, 
take a stand on the essential question.
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Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Sharing Oral 
Histories 

Preview: What 
makes an oral  
presentation  
successful?
Activity: Share 
and record find-
ings from oral 
histories.
Processing: Take 
a stand on the 
Vietnam War.

Missile 
Madness

Preview: Define 
nuclear arms race.
Activity: 
(Experiential 
Exercise)  
Illustrated time- 
line of events in 
nuclear arms race. 
Processing: 
Summarize news  
article. Search  
library or Internet.

The End of the Cold War

Preview: Do the ends justify the 
means?

Activity: (Skill Builder) Analyze and 
record events that led to the end of the 
Cold War. 

Processing: Create a metaphor or 
analogy explaining two of the events.

Review for  
Unit Test

Address the  
essential question 
by creating  
spectrums with 
ten events,  
annotated  
explanations.

Debate 
Essential 
Question

Class debate by  
sections: Early  
Cold War, 
Vietnam War, 
Later Cold War 
Years. Take  
overall stand on 
question.

Written 
Assessment*

* If you elect 
to assess with 
a Culminating 
Project instead, 
allow class  
time to prepare 
and showcase 
projects.

The Vietnam War

Preview: Mind Map—record 
ideas, images, words, symbols 
related to Vietnam War.

Activity: (Visual Discovery) Key 
people and events of Vietnam 
War.
 
Processing:  Banner of Protest or 
Support

Writing Songs About  
the Vietnam War

Preview: Respond to “Ballad of the 
Green Beret.”

Activity: (Writing for 
Understanding) Vietnam War—
responses, experiences, feeling from 
multiple perspectives. 

Processing: Complete song and pre-
pare to present on following day.

Vietnam 
War Guest 
Speakers

Preview: Prepare 
three questions to 
ask the guest  
speakers.
Activity: Record 
information  
during talks.
Processing: How 
did the various 
speakers stand on 
the essential  
question?

Dear America: 
Letters Home 
from Vietnam

Preview: Rate any 
Vietnam War 
movie.
Activity: View 
documentary. Use  
T-chart to record 
observations.
Processing: Rate 
documentary; take 
stand on essential 
question, using  
letters as evidence. 

Latin America

Preview: Respond to excerpt 
from Inevitable Revolutions about 
Nicaragua.

Activity: (Response Group) Apply 
significant policies (Monroe Doctrine, 
Roosevelt corollary, Wilson corollary, 
Truman Doctrine) to U.S.-Nicaragua  
relations. 

Processing: Political cartoon of Cold 
War impact on Nicaraguan history.
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Lesson: Cold War Terms
Preview—Conflict in Values
Put the following terms and visuals into two categories: 

Communists; the West; the East; capitalist; Reds; the Free World

Reading Notes—Cold War Terms
Carefully examine the illustration, written information, and quotes on Student Handouts 1.1A–1.1H. 
Then discuss with your partner which term you think each illustration depicts, record the letter of 
the Student Handout next to the corresponding term, and write an explanation. Finally, copy the 
quote you think best represents the term.

 
Term

Student  
Handout

Why do you think this  
illustration depicts the term?

Quote that best  
represents the term

socialism

democracy

totalitarianism

freedom

equality

individualism

collectivism

Processing—Soviet or U.S. Billboard
Design a billboard promoting four American  
or Soviet values you learned about in this  
activity. The billboard should use visual  
symbols and a few words to promote the  
values of one superpower. At the bottom  
of the billboard, scrawl some graffiti that a  
person from the other country might write  
in response to seeing the billboard. (No  
inappropriate language!)

Sample Assignments for the Interactive Student Notebook

The following samples show the Preview, the graphic organizer for students’ notes,  
and the Processing assignment that the teacher plans for these lessons.
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Lesson: The Cuban Missile Crisis
Preview—Use of Nuclear Weapons
Write a paragraph response to the following question:
Would the United States ever be justified in using nuclear weapons?

Reading Notes—The Cuban Missile Crisis: You Make the Call
Carefully read the Top Secret Briefing and then discuss the critical thinking question at the bottom. 
List key evidence from the Top Secret Briefing below, according to whether the information supports 
or refutes the essential question.

			   The United States		  The United States 
			   should be praised		  should be condemned

Processing—Take a Stand on the Essential Question
Create a spectrum like the one below and place an X on it to indicate the extent to which you think 
the United States should be praised or condemned for its role in the Cuban Missile Crisis. Below the 
spectrum, write a paragraph to defend your placement.

The United States 	 The United States
should be praised	 should be condemned

I believe the United States should be… .
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Vietnam War

Reasons for 	
U.S. involvement

Legacies of  War

Types of Warfare

Protests Against 	
the War

Soldiers

• My uncle Jim fought;
doesn’t like to talk about it.

• I heard that Vietnam was 	
the only war that the United 	
States lost.

• I visited the Vietnam War 	
Memorial once. I saw some 	
people crying.

• My friend and I watched 	
“Platoon.” The war in 	
Vietnam looked horrible.

Give Peace a Chance Argument for Peace
The United States has no right to dictate what
type of government another country should have,
even if we don’t agree with their choice.

Many young American soldiers are being killed in
Vietnam, for no good reason. Vietnam, even with
a Communist-led government, doesn’t threaten
the United States.

We have bigger, more important problems at home,
like poverty and prejudice, that we should be
fighting against instead of the Vietnamese.

Lesson: The Vietnam War
Preview—Mind Map
Trace the silhouette of your own head. Inside the  
silhouette, record any ideas, images, words, symbols,  
or personal connections you have, related to the  
Vietnam War.

Reading Notes—The Vietnam War: A Visual History
Copy the spoke diagram below and, as you analyze each transparency image, record important 
information next to the appropriate spoke. For homework, highlight with one color all information 
that supports the proposition that the United States should be praised, and with another color, all 
evidence that supports the proposition that the United States should be condemned.

Processing—Banner of Protest or Support 
Design a banner that you would carry to a rally  
to protest or support the Vietnam War. On the  
left side, draw a picture or symbol and write a  
short, catchy slogan that represents your stand on 
the essential question, thinking in terms of the  
Vietnam War. On the rest of the banner, list at  
least three arguments to support your stand.  
Be sure to use concrete information from your 
notes for your arguments.
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Lesson: Missile Madness
Preview—What Is a Race?
Based on our “race” in the classroom, write the definition of the term nuclear arms race.

Reading Notes—Missile  Madness
After reading Student Handout 3.1A, A Short History of the Nuclear Arms Race, create an 
illustrated timeline of 5–7 key events in the nuclear arms race. Place each event on the 
correct year of the timeline, label it, draw an appropriate symbol for the event, and write 
a one- or two-sentence summary of the event.

Processing—Missile Madness…Update
Do research in the library or on the Internet to find at least one news article from the last 
year which discusses the topic of nuclear weapons. Summarize the main points of the 
article and give your opinion on whether the U.S. role in the situation discussed in the 
article should be praised or condemned. 

The United States uses atomic weapons 
to end the war against Japan.

1950

1945
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